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ABSTRACT
This project uses the framework of mobility to understand how settler colonialism
functioned in a tri-racial southern borderland in the nineteenth-century. Nineteenth-century
Florida constituted a borderland characterized by competition for land and resources among
Seminole Indians, African Americans, and white Americans. White Americans regulated
mobility, i.e. the physical movement of peoples, in order to privilege their own settlement in
Florida, divest native peoples of their land, and enslave people of African descent. Beginning in
1812 and lasting through the first half of the 1860s, white Americans used legislation, the
settlement of white families, the solidification of a slave system, and warfare against the
Seminole Indians to Americanize the Florida peninsula by creating a white supremacist settler
colony. Native and black peoples, however, used their own idiosyncratic forms of movement to
resist americanization and the settler colonial system. The Civil War, itself a settler colonial war
in Florida, witnessed the last gasp of the settler colonial system in Florida as slavery ended in
1865 and the Seminole Indians secured their authority in the state. White supremacy, however,
would continue to reign in Florida through violence, white political control, and the rise of the
tourism industry alongside Jim Crow segregation. The following project demonstrates the
overriding importance of physical mobility to the process of national expansion and settlement,
the persistence of borderland conflicts in the South after the colonial period, and the existence of
a tri-racial South wherein native peoples wielded significant power and influence beyond the
Removal Era.
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INTRODUCTION
“There in the hommock darkly hid from view, His wretched limbs are stretched
awhile to rest, Till some kind Seminole shall guide him thro’, To where by hound
nor hunter more distrest, He, in a flow’ry home, shall be the red man’s guest.” –
Albery Allson Whitman, “The Rape of Florida” (1884)1
Albery Allson Whitman did not like Harriet Beecher Stowe. Whitman, a former slave
from Kentucky who began a writing career in the late nineteenth century, rejected Stowe’s
depiction of the kindly Uncle Tom as an insulting representation of the millions of African
Americans who survived slavery. Whitman longed for the day when “all ‘Uncle Toms’ and
‘Topsies’ […] die.” Whitman instead wanted to exalt the black men and women who managed to
resist the degradation of slavery. He specialized in Romantic poetry that conveyed epic tales of
defiance, strength, and perseverance. One of Whitman’s most popular poems used the image of
the defiant Florida Seminoles and their black allies to describe what he termed “The Rape of
Florida.” In this epic poem written in 1884, Whitman romanticized the relationship between the
Seminoles and the escaped slaves who fled to Florida. Their combined resistance to the federal
government in the Seminole Wars represented to Whitman a war “for Freedom.” The Seminoles,
according to Whitman, “elevated” these fugitive slaves “into freemen’s dignity,” and sacrificed
themselves in “Fair Florida” for a righteous cause. Whitman’s poem ultimately testifies to the
enduring legacy of black and native cooperation and resistance in the face of a racial system that
viewed both as inferior.2

1

Albery Allson Whitman, “The Rape of Florida,” in The Florida Reader: Visions of Paradise
from 1530 to the Present, eds. Maurice O’Sullivan and Jack C. Lane, (Sarasota, FL: Pineapple
Press, 2009), 103-104.
2
Whitman, “The Rape of Florida,” 102-107.
1

Though Whitman never visited Florida, his literary nemesis eventually made the state her
home. Harriet Beecher Stowe moved to the township of Mandarin outside of Jacksonville in
1866. She became a tourist fixture on the St. Johns River and greeted steamboat passengers (for a
price) from her orange groves. She penned her own homage to Florida, entitled Palmetto Leaves,
in 1873. Stowe’s love letter to Florida typified the growing tourist and vacation literature that
proliferated in the 1870s and 1880s. The state’s tourist economy grew tremendously during these
decades, and boosters like Stowe appealed to idyllic images of Florida as America’s Italy.3
Though Stowe envisioned her work as a pragmatic guide to newcomers, she could not help
embellishing the richness of her Florida home. Along with the typical descriptions of flowers and
citrus, Stowe also mentioned her “handmaiden, a pretty young mulatress” who provided Stowe
with flowers and fruit from “some back cottage in the pine-woods.”4 Indeed, Stowe went on
throughout her work to romanticize the black Floridians who catered to whites, appealing to
common white conceptions of African Americans’ naturally subservient place in society. Despite
her sentimental description during this time, however, Florida’s black population was in the
midst of transforming Florida’s former slave economy into a free labor system that would allow
black Floridians to finally benefit from their hard work. Black politicians and religious leaders
wanted “a bright future to dawn upon this land of flowers,” and they used their power in the
Reconstruction period to ensure that both black and white Floridians could likewise profit from
it.5 This image of strong, forward thinking African Americans, however, appeared nowhere in
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Pamphlet authors and boosters often tried to portray Florida as having a moderate,
Mediterranean climate, despite the state’s propensity for oppressive heat and humidity. One
prime example is the pamphlet entitled “Florida, the Italy of America.” (Palatka Florida:
Southern Sun Publishing Co., 1885).
4
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Palmetto Leaves, (Boston: James R. Osgood & Co., 1873), 24.
5
Quoted in Canter Brown, Jr., Florida’s Black Public Officials, 1867-1924, (Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 1998), 22.
2

Stowe’s florid account of Florida, as it did not appeal to white Americans eager to take
advantage of the state’s seemingly luxuriant lifestyle.
The imagery used by Whitman and Stowe in the aftermath of the Civil War stemmed
from longstanding conceptions about the interconnectedness of race, movement, and settlement
in Florida. The reverberation of decades of native, black, and white notions of place and power
in Florida echoed loudly in the minds of two individuals who had only the thinnest tethers to the
state, one a stranger and the other a newcomer. The writers’ use of these themes attests to their
prominence and longevity in nineteenth-century America. The tri-racial landscape of Florida
made the state a unique arena for employing and refining racialized concepts of mobility and
stasis. Americans of various backgrounds articulated understandings of movement directly tied
to racial categories. White Americans prided themselves on their ability not only to move freely
but also to settle new spaces in the process of expansion. Stowe’s meditations on taming
Florida’s disorderly wilderness into a scene of “cottages and villas” dotting the St. Johns River
mirrors the drive of early white American arrivals to Florida to settle as many industrious
families as possible.6 White Americans, however, categorized autonomous nonwhite mobility as
inherently harmful to this white American development. For black and native peoples, mobility
figured as a method of survival and resistance, as illustrated in Whitman’s historical epic. The
Seminole groups of Florida used their own forms of movement and use of natural resources to
undermine American goals and signal their belonging in Florida. Black Floridians in varying
shades of freedom and bondage likewise privileged their own forms of movement to highlight
their power and autonomy in the midst of white supremacy. Florida’s gradual American
settlement and development forced these categories of race and movement into sharp relief as
natives, blacks, and whites competed to exercise their power on the landscape.

6

Stowe, Palmetto Leaves, 39.
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The process of americanization, one I define as imposing white supremacy and American
control over the landscape, began decades before Florida became an American possession, as
white Americans viewed Spanish Florida with intense suspicion over its apathy toward land
development and nonwhite mobility. White Americans attempted to destabilize Spanish Florida
while simultaneously restraining black and native movement, especially in the execution of the
First Seminole War in 1817. In the process, white Americans articulated visions for Florida tied
to settler colonialism and white supremacy. White Americans clamored for land and racial
control in the peninsula, and thought themselves uniquely suited to bring about the territory’s
economic potential. After the Adams-Onís Treaty of 1819, white Americans began to settle in
Florida and enact their settler colonial dreams. They overwhelmingly sought to establish Florida
as a thriving agricultural territory tied to white supremacy, native removal, and black bondage,
thus uniting it with the other cash-crop states of the southern region. Enslaved black people,
forcibly moved to the Florida borderlands by whites from other southern states, tried to carve out
spaces of freedom for themselves, often fleeing to Seminole lands. While white settlers created a
slave society from the 1820s to the 1840s, they also attacked Florida’s existing free black
population, regulating their movement, access to resources, and participation in the marketplace.
Thus, in the first years of the territorial period, white Floridians busied themselves with erecting
the structures of white supremacy through the regulation of movement, settlement, and use of
Florida’s resources.
Despite feverish white attempts to build a white supremacist settler colonial society,
native and black Floridians continued to exercise their own mobility and thus signal their
continued power in Florida. The Seminoles rejected repeated white attempts to restrict their
sovereignty in Florida and remove them from the territory. In the Second Seminole War (18351842) and Third Seminole War (1855-1858), Seminoles and the emerging Mikasuki tribe (an
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increasingly independent band of the larger Seminole group) used their superior mobility and
demonstrations of power to undercut white supremacy. Though significant numbers of the tribe
were forcibly removed to Indian Territory, the Seminoles who remained in Florida represented a
continued check on white designs for complete control of the peninsula. The conflict with native
Floridians, coupled with pervasive black resistance via movement and escape, ultimately led
white Floridians to abandon the United States in 1861 after only recently achieving statehood in
1845. In the sixteen intervening years between statehood and secession, white Floridians began
to doubt the commitment of the federal government to the settler colonial cause in Florida,
despite the government having waged the most expensive Indian War against the Seminoles and
offering generous land grants. Secessionists in Florida clamored for a regime change that would
privilege settler colonialism and bring nonwhites to heel. The Civil War in Florida was, in fact, a
settler colonial war waged over movement, land, resources, and continued nonwhite autonomy in
the state. The experience of the war and United States blockade in Florida, however, powerfully
disrupted white rootedness and forced Confederates to flee occupied cities and towns. It also
enhanced the ability of African Americans to move freely and wield their martial capabilities in
opposition to settler colonialism. The efforts of Confederates and the Union to form an alliance
with the Seminole groups living in the Everglades also augmented the tribe’s claims to authority
and belonging in the peninsula. The Civil War ultimately led to the demise of the settler colonial
vision in the state. Black bondage, a necessary platform in the structure of settler colonialism in
the South, collapsed, leaving more literal and figurative openings for nonwhite autonomy and
freedom.
This study of nineteenth-century Florida expands numerous theoretical and
historiographical fields, including that of settler colonialism, mobility theory, borderlands
studies, and southern history. The examination of mobility urges settler colonial studies to no
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longer simply assume the role of space, rootedness, and settlement. A focus not only on
settlement but other physical movement as well shows how colonization was an entirely
contingent and complicated process that occurred on all levels of society. This project also forces
the enlargement of the definition of a borderland. Breaking out of the categories of nation states
and discrete colonial powers, my research suggests that borderlands can also exist among
competing racial groups with claims for power in a physically shifting landscape. White
Americans, Seminole Indians, and African Americans competed for space and resources, thus
remaking the landscape and the boundaries of American control over time. Finally, emphasizing
the tri-racial composition of Florida and the perpetuation of native power in the state hopefully
raises questions about the enduring lack of native actors in Southern historiography. Indeed,
native southerners have continually been approached as removed people, rather than individuals
with legacies and activities that impacted the politics, economics, and social relationships of
southern life. I join with various other historians of the Native South subfield to analyze how triracial dynamics impacted Southern history, moving the discipline out of a racial binary and
examining the enduring legacies of native power in the region.
Settler Colonialism and Mobility in the Borderlands
I use the settler colonial framework to understand the driving forces of American
expansion into Florida in the early nineteenth-century until the immediate post-Civil War era. In
this project, settler colonialism refers to the overarching project carried out by white settlers to
conquer Florida, displace the native peoples who called the territory home, and attempt to
physically control the nonwhite groups who occupied the peninsula. White American settlers of
various backgrounds possessed a conscious drive to physically root themselves to the Florida
landscape. They relied on their whiteness and American identity to justify their belonging in the
territory. In the process, white settlers, sponsored by the federal government, forced Seminole
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people from their traditional communities and into a lifestyle of displacement and uprootedness.
White Americans also relied on enslaved black men and women to carry out the actual labor of
settlement and reinforce the primacy of whiteness in the territory.
Settler colonialism as a framework emerged out of the wider field of postcolonial studies.
Postcolonial studies moved beyond simple, linear histories of colonization to explore the wide
ranging consequences that colonization had on the psyche, society, and culture of the colonizer
and the colonized. As theorist Patrick Wolfe states, “invasion is a structure, not an event.”7
Examining the mental, emotional, and cultural scaffolding of colonization, then, allowed
theorists to move beyond assumed binaries of colonizer and colonized to explore how historical
actors created and refined categories of power. Scholars such as Frantz Fanon and Homi Bhaba
destabilized the seemingly “monolithic, colonial identities,” and demonstrated how power was
constantly “constructed, unstable, and required constant repetition,” the resonances of which
could be felt long after the initial “event” of colonial invasion.8
The theorists of settler colonialism explored the creation of the category of settler
specifically, and how various assumptions about race, gender, and place accompanied the
appellation. One of the most enduring voices in the field is the late Patrick Wolfe. Wolfe
identified the common themes of land and indigenous elimination as the unifying threads in all
settler societies. According to Wolfe, the obsession with land and “a sustained institutional
tendency to eliminate the Indigenous population” united settler colonial ventures “that might
otherwise appear distinct.” In addition, land and native elimination were not unrelated fixations
in the settler psychology. Native elimination proved necessary to acquire land and establish
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Quoted in Hixson, American Settler Colonialism, 5. Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks,
(New York: Grove Press, 1967 translation by Charles Lam Markmann); Homi Bhaba, The
Location of Culture, (New York: Routledge, 1994).
8
Ibid., 3.
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settler belonging on the land. Wolfe’s greatest intervention proved to be his views on indigenous
labor in settler societies. Traditional colonies found native labor essential to their projects; settler
colonies, however, rested “not [on] exploitation but replacement.”9 Lorenzo Veracini echoes this
in Settler Colonialism, declaring that what makes settler colonialism distinctive as opposed to
traditional colonialism is the role of conquest. Indeed, settlers moved to new territory much as
migrants did, but the movement was not in service of integrating into an indigenous society but
rather to destroy or overtake the indigenous power structures of politics, economics, society, and
culture. Veracini’s work focuses largely on European empires of the long nineteenth century, but
Hixson likewise targets the role of conquest and submission as the defining factor of American
settler colonialism. Settler colonies did not merely exploit resources with a disinterested gaze.
Settler colonies created their own sense of belonging in the colonized landscape by conquering
the native residents and constructing “their own ethnic and religious national communities.”10
Settlers, as opposed to migrants, also assumed a great deal about their authority and power,
“carry[ing] their sovereignty with them,” according to Veracini. What settler colonialism as a
theoretical framework ultimately does is interrogate the assumptions behind the settler label to
show how this unassuming image belied a pervasive power structure bent on overpowering
native peoples and exploiting nonwhite labor.11 The role of “settler” allowed white colonizers to
take on a special status, one that could be protected by the state and leveraged to construct a
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Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology, (London: Cassell,
1999), 163.
10
Hixson’s work provides an overview of American history from a settler colonial perspective.
Indeed, America was one of the first settler colonies founded by white Europeans, and continued
expansion after the Revolution figured the United States and white settlers as the colonizer.
Hixson’s work provides an excellent theoretical overview of settler colonialism and raises
important questions about how historians can provide in depth examinations of settler
colonialism in the United States. Walter Hixson, American Settler Colonialism: A History, (New
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2103), 4.
11
Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, (New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2010), 3.
8

sense of belonging. As Hixson summarizes, settler colonialism exposed how predominately
white settlers used a “culturally imagined and legally sanctioned relationship with the land” to
create “the conditions and contingencies of social relations” necessary to impose control.12
Wolfe and Veracini ultimately saw settler societies as founded on similar notions of power,
identity, and place.
Scholars of British colonial history were among the first to use the settler colonial
framework as a tool of historical analysis, primarily in the context of Canada, Australia, and
South Africa, in order to show the persistence of settler colonial patterns across space and time.
Indeed, these were quintessential settler colonies dedicated to settling white families and
displacing the native peoples who populated the terrain. The British settler colonies likewise
developed a usable history of their ordained place in these colonized areas, while simultaneously
shoring up the categories of religion, gender, and race necessary to augment their colonial
control.13 These classifications of religion, gender, and race were vital to solidifying white
colonial control in traditionally nonwhite spaces. Positioning Christianity against traditional
religions created an easy dichotomy to justify imperial control over nonwhite peoples. Gender
and race, however, seem to be the categories of analysis most used by scholars of imperialism
and settler colonialism. White Europeans employed racially proscribed gender constructs as a
tool to easily separate the colonizer and the colonized and to ward off the threat of interracial
sexual encounters which would disrupt the hardened boundaries necessary for colonial control.
Women scholars of nineteenth and twentieth century imperialism such as Anne McClintock and
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Hixson, American Settler Colonialism, 6.
For examples of British settler colonial studies, see Lynette Russell, ed., Colonial Frontiers:
Indigenous-European Encounters in Settler Societies, (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2001); Stuart Banner, Possessing the Pacific: Land, Settlers, and Indigenous People from
Australia to Alaska, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); James Belich,
Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Angloworld, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009).
13
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Ann Laura Stoler analyze how and why European powers tried to replicate and strengthen their
own categories of gender in colonial spaces. These markers of white and nonwhite
manhood/womanhood were not only legislated in colonial contexts but also upheld in cultural
and social interactions. Gender and sex were of utmost importance to colonizers when faced with
the perceived threat of interracial sex, and European powers self-consciously created racial and
sexual boundaries to maintain their positions of power. Stoler’s research shows, however, that
colonialism’s intimate nature made these gendered interactions continually fraught and rarely
stable.14
While settler colonialism as an overarching framework exploded in the field of imperial
and colonial studies, some theorists sought to differentiate settler societies from one another in
order to break down the potentially limiting homogeneity of settler colonialism as a subfield. The
edited collection Rethinking Settler Colonialism explores how certain British settler societies
engaged with the indigenous populations they encountered, often finding a great deal of
variation. In Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa, British settlers engaged in a
number of different schemes to ultimately divest aboriginal groups of their sovereignty and land,
which ultimately affected the politics, society, and culture of those nations long term. Settlers
alternately used containment, cultural erasure, genocide, miscegenation, appropriation, or other
forms of physical or social displacement to assume power. The essays contributed by editor
Annie Coombes and others ultimately show how and why historians should explore local
specificity and change over time alongside a theoretical framework. Indeed, settler methods were
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Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest,
(New York: Routledge, 1995); Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s
History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995);
Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).
10

rarely homogenous and varied depending on space, time, and local power dynamics.15 Though
comparative studies of settler colonialism demonstrated the persistence of patterns of conquest,
local contingency seemed lost to the increasing rigidity of the field. My project likewise tries to
bring local specificity to bear on the framework of settler colonialism by showing how the
particular environment and populations of Florida affected the experience of and resistance to
white settler designs.
Though settler colonialism began as a transnational field largely dominated by European
empires, American studies of settler colonialism used the framework to understand national
expansion. Indeed, though Wolfe and Veracini identified the framework as necessarily
transnational in scope due to the relationship between the overseas colony and the metropole,
American settler colonialism on the North American continent complicates that framework. To
be sure, the United States came into conflict with other nations, polities, and indigenous empires
in its extension across the continent. American settler colonialism, however, never truly resulted
in the creation of new nations, merely one larger nation. The experience of American settler
colonization is also dominated by the methodical displacement and elimination of a multitude of
Native American tribes. As Hixson states, “underlying the history of all regions was
dispossession of the indigenous residents backed by violence.”16 Importantly, however, regional
and local distinctions do and should matter in American settler colonialism. Though
displacement was the overarching goal, as with all settler societies, American settler expansion
underwent a number of transformations regarding the most efficient means of dispossessing
native peoples of their land and sovereignty. Indeed, my project in particular explores the shift
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Annie Coombes, ed., Rethinking Settler Colonialism: History and Memory in Australia,
Canada, Aotearoa New Zealand and South Africa, (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2011).
16

Hixson, American Settler Colonialism, 1.
11

from civilizing to removal in the case of the Seminole Indians, as well as the specific contours of
the Seminole Wars, merely one of many Indian Wars waged by the federal government.
Regional specificity also remains vitally important for understanding American settler
colonialism. Most studies of American settler colonialism involve narratives taking place in
America’s ever-shifting West. As Patricia Limerick argued in her Western synthesis Legacy of
Conquest, America’s experience of westward expansion entailed the colonizing and conquest of
numerous native groups who struggled to assert their place and belonging in the region against
the power of state-sponsored settlers. Indeed, federal and state governments, policies, and
programs imbued white settlers with the legal, economic, and social power to displace and
eliminate native tribes on America’s expanding western border. The West actually figures as the
region of the country most associated with state-building and the expansion of federal power.
Margaret Jacobs’ work, for instance, uses comparative history of the American West and
Australia to show how racially bounded concepts of motherhood were used by the state to
separate indigenous children from their families and assert white colonial control. Bethel Saler’s
work The Settlers’ Empire highlights the role of the burgeoning federal state in advancing
American expansion into the Old Northwest. The federal government and territorial/state
administrations, according to Saler, had to contend with an ethnically diverse region. As states
legislated expansion and settlers divested native peoples of their lands, the reach of white
American power extended over more and more terrain, perpetuating a self-fulfilling prophecy of
destined white settlement.17
Though race certainly figured in the justification for native dispossession in the West,
settler colonialism in the American South took on heightened racial overtones due to the
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Bethel Saler, The Settlers’ Empire: Colonialism and State Formation in America’s Old
Northwest, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).
12

centrality of slavery to settlement in the region. While many scholars of the American West rely
on settler colonialism as a framework, less work exists on settler colonialism in the American
South after the colonial period. My research corrects this absence in the literature of Southern
history. Settler colonialism in the southern region is distinctive because it relied on the extension
of black slavery, making it all the more important to study because of this regional
exceptionalism. The existence of Southern slavery forces settler colonial scholars to investigate
additional layers of racial constructs in their analysis. The importation of a racially defined
underclass in the midst of white displacement of a native population once more upsets traditional
binaries of colonizer and colonized. To be sure, national expansion in the South occurred on the
literal backs of enslaved African American labor but could not have occurred without the forced
displacement of native peoples. The reach of the cotton kingdom grew tremendously in the early
nineteenth century, and white plantation owners settled not only their own families but their
enslaved laborers as well. Settler colonialism in the American South is inherently tied to both the
removal of native peoples to accommodate these large cotton plantations and the importation of a
racially defined class of unfree laborers. Historians of southern expansion assert that wider
nineteenth-century understandings of politics, race, and land use emerged in the process of
slavery’s expansion in the South rather than strictly in the northwest. In this expansion, however,
ideas of race and space impacted both African Americans and Native Americans. Work by Adam
Rothman, Walter Johnson, and Watson Jennison, convincingly show that slavery’s expansion
also entailed the vocal white crusade to remove native peoples as obstacles to the rising influence
of cotton and slavery. Thus, Indian removal cannot be divorced from the racial ideologies that
identified African Americans as uniquely suited to plantation labor.18 As my work demonstrates,
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All of these scholars highlight the importance of white settlers in extending American power
and driving American expansion, but none specially use settler colonialism as a framework. This
is especially surprising given Johnson’s argument about the desire of southern slaveholders to
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the interconnectedness of notions of race, movement, and settlement in the South make it a prime
location to employ settler colonial theory as a basis for historical investigation. The following
project should convince other southern historians to likewise turn to settler colonialism as a way
to ask new questions of the region’s narrative.
I ultimately view settler colonialism as an important framework for assessing the
motivations and methods of white American expansion in Florida and how that expansion
impacted nonwhite peoples in the peninsula. Settler colonialism in Florida involved a
coordinated campaign on the part of American officials to settle white families, uproot Seminole
communities, and enslave black people. Though some white settlers did not see themselves as
part of an overarching movement to conquer the peninsula, many did have a self-conscious view
of their role, place, and power in Florida. They relied on their race, American-identity, and
physical movement to literally and figuratively impose their will on the landscape. Florida stood
as an example of the potential of white American supremacy and the centrality of white settlers
to the process of expansion. I argue that settlement in Florida, like that of other southern states,
depended heavily on the labor and racialized existence of enslaved African and African
American peoples. Black laborers performed the grueling work of erecting Florida’s settler
society, while the category of fugitive blackness itself provided whites with the justification for
restrictive policies against all nonwhites in the peninsula. Settler colonialism in Florida, then,
represented a set of assumptions tied to race, movement, region, and power.
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Gender, race, and the role of the state are indeed crucial components of settler
colonialism. I argue, however, that studies of settler colonialism, especially settler colonialism in
America, have relied primarily on these categories of analysis for too long. In doing so, scholars
have left a great deal of investigation into the embodied implications of settler colonialism on the
table. Settler colonialism assumes the role of place, settlement, and rootedness as the foundation
of the theoretical framework. This obsession with stasis, however, is limiting, according to
mobility theorists. Colonization should be understood “along with […] restlessness,” because
“disruptive forces” often “shape the history and diffusion of identity and language, and not a
rooted sense of cultural legitimacy.” Indeed, mobility according to traditional settler colonialism
“is acknowledged in passing” or as the “exception to the rule,” according to scholar Stephen
Greenblatt.19 I argue that mobility and physical movement occur in tandem with settlement, not
in opposition to that process. For these reasons, I assert that more investigation into physical
movement must occur within the subfield of settler colonialism. My project hopes to bridge this
gap by using the framework of mobility to understand how settler colonialism worked on the
ground to build the structures of power involved in colonization. In the ensuing exploration of
nineteenth-century Florida, I define settler colonialism as a wide-ranging political, economic,
and social system created by white Americans to divest native Floridians of land and resources
while simultaneously enslaving African Americans and limiting their physical movement and
autonomy. I also define mobility as the physical movement of people under various conditions
and all manner of motivations. I agree with Greenblatt’s statement that mobility should be
viewed “in a highly literal sense,” the “physical, infrastructural, and institutional conditions of
movement.” Importantly, mobility theory makes no distinction in importance between “serious”
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forms of movement such as “migration, labor-market border-crossing, smuggling, and the like”
and movement engaged in for pleasure, such as tourism. I agree that all forms of physical
movement are imbued with meaning and demonstrate structures of power. In addition, settlement
or “the sensation of rootedness” is yet another category that mobility theorists postulate as part of
their framework. The decision not to move or the desire to remain in place is yet another iteration
of physical experiences of movement, a notion that I interrogate routinely in this project. 20
My work contributes to the field of mobility studies by demonstrating that movement and
settlement represented a means of exercising authority and control in a settler colonial setting.
This project thus unites these two fields and proves many of the theoretical arguments provided
by mobility theorists. First, my research shows that movement is an integral component of
personal and collective power. Sociologists, anthropologists, and cultural geographers have
explored the intersections between movement and power in great detail, providing a theoretical
basis for this project. Sociologist Vincent Kaufman’s work on the present day, for instance,
suggests that mobility, or even the ability to move, “appears as an indicator of inequality” and
uneven power dynamics.21 Studies of mobility can illuminate the structures of inequality in
unique ways. Analyzing mobility and immobility allows one to see how structures of power
attempt to physically limit certain groups of people. By focusing on who is moving, who is not,
and why, scholars can examine the physical impact of institutions upon individuals. My study of
nineteenth century Florida demonstrates that contemporary actors likewise understood the power
dynamics involved in the expansion or restriction of mobility.
Second, mobility is a crucial method by which identity is formed, a fact that I routinely
explore in discussions of white, native, and black Floridians. Movement encourages interaction
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with others, forcing questions of personal and communal identity formed in opposition to others.
This interaction is essential in settler colonial spaces and borderlands in which social systems are
thrown into upheaval. Stephen Greenblatt surmises that although mobility can create “a
heightened tolerance of difference,” it can also lead to “an anxious, defensive, and on occasion
violent policing of the boundaries.”22 In the Early Republic, movement raised significant
questions about identity for Americans of various backgrounds. Literary theorist John D. Cox
explores these connections in his work Traveling South. He examines travel narratives and how
“travel within the continent […] played a significant role in the creation and maintenance of the
American nation.” Indeed, travel forced American people to ask “Should or must there be a
‘national’ culture, economy, or identity?”23 For individuals on the margins of American society,
movement and access to resources/space likewise crafted rival identities that articulated the
impact of their marginalization on their psyches. Black theorist bell hooks studied the linkages
between spatial marginalization and black identity in particular. According to one reviewer,
hooks’ work “suggests the margin [as] a legitimate location from which to produce knowledge
and confront pain.”24 For subaltern populations in settler colonial societies, then, movement on
the margins reified identities founded upon personal and communal trauma. In Florida, black and
Seminole peoples used their mobility to forge identities based on resistance to white control.
These identities of resistance ultimately undermined the struggle by white Floridians to reinforce
white supremacy based upon freedom of movement, access to space and resources, and control
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over nonwhite populations. The mobile interactions and competition for resources in Florida set
these populations into a decades-long conflict over white supremacy.
Numerous historians have strengthened the theoretical exegesis of mobility by exploring
the lived intersections between movement, identity, and power. Black women historians
especially have been at the forefront of these examinations. Stephanie Camp’s research on rival
geographies, for example, demonstrates how enslaved women in the plantation south created
alternate uses for plantation space in order to move about the landscape in ways that privileged
blackness, femininity, and personal pleasure. Nell Irvin Painter’s early work on the Kansas
Exoduster migration likewise demonstrates how movement and settlement forged communal
bonds among African Americans and offered a political and social future that championed black
freedom. Finally, Thavolia Glymph’s Out of the House of Bondage provides a spatially situated
study of black and white women’s labor and identities in the transition from slavery to freedom.
These histories lay bare the connections between resistive movement and black identity and also
the reactive measures taken by whites to regain control of black bodies.25 These studies by black
women directly inform my analysis of black Floridians and their uses of space in the context of
settler colonialism. Black Floridians relied on their own forms of movement and environmental
knowledge to push back against a white supremacist world that obsessed over black mobility.
They used both licit and illicit movement to augment personal and collective power in the midst
of a system that demanded their subjugation. This personal and collective power, however,
would force a crisis in Florida leading to secession and war. The Civil War witnessed increased
black mobility and a full-throated articulation of black freedom that ultimately defeated white
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settler colonialism, though white Floridians once more imposed white supremacy in new ways
after Reconstruction through tourism and Jim Crow segregation.
Studies of Native American movement and space have also exposed the tangled threads
of identity, mobility, and power. Indeed, the narrative of American national expansion demands
a focus on the dispossession of native peoples and their forced movement, a fact that has always
been central to indigenous studies. Scholarship on the Cherokee Indians, for instance, necessarily
concentrates on the forced migration of the Trail of Tears and Supreme Court battles over the
loss of tribal land. The Creek Nation likewise receives significant analysis of the role of
movement and land in the eventual removal of the tribe from their territory in Georgia and
Alabama.26 The linkages between native land and identity of course also extended beyond the
southeast. Studies on Great Lakes and northeastern tribes likewise demonstrate how both
rootedness, movement, and land informed native identities and politics. Much of this subfield
owes a debt to Richard White, whose work The Middle Ground, reformulated native history from
a field that stressed European domination over native peoples to one that emphasized the
authority held by native tribes. In the wake of White’s study, historians of Native America
reconsidered the power dynamics of colonial and American expansion, instead finding that
indigenous peoples could exercise a great deal of agency in their interactions with Europeans and
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white Americans.27 This was also true of the Seminoles of Florida, who relied on their diffuse
power structure, environmental knowledge, mobility, and cooperation with black Floridians to
undermine white attempts to divest the Seminoles of any authority they wielded in Florida.
The field of Native American studies also explores the centrality of trade and resources to
native power. Land theft and removal profoundly changed native space, but the restriction of
resources and trade also created crises within indigenous groups. Trade involved kinship
connections, diplomacy, and livelihoods that sustained tribes in North America, as shown by
scholars such as Richard White, Daniel Usner, and Kathryn Braund.28 Access to resources proves
especially significant in examinations of western tribes and western expansion generally.
Authors such as Elliot West, Patricia Limerick, and Donald Worster explore the conflicts over
expansion, land, and resources in Western spaces, conflicts that necessarily ensnared native
peoples. Worster’s research, for example, analyzes how water and aridity created longstanding
inequalities in the West.29 Mobility and access to resources are interrelated issues that
accompany white colonization in North America, and Florida’s nineteenth-century experience
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demonstrates as much. The allocation and control of resources such as land, livestock, and trade
goods occupied the minds of white settlers. They vilified nonwhite access to these resources and
vehemently tried to regulate black and native use. Nonwhite Floridians, especially the Seminole
Indians, lashed out at these efforts. Seminoles continually defended their claims to cattle, land,
and even black slaves, asserting their sovereign right to hold such resources in defiance of white
attacks. Black Floridians also claimed resources, especially during and after the Civil War.
African Americans in Florida understood that emancipation entailed both physical freedom and
the access to resources, especially land. The destruction of the settler colonial system thus meant
more freedom of movement and the use of Florida’s resources.
My work argues that white Americans attempted to regulate mobility in order to
strengthen their presumed right to the landscape of Florida. White Americans continually
articulated racialized ideas about movement and rootedness that privileged their own access to
the land and resources of the peninsula. They in turn denigrated and restricted the movement of
nonwhites in an attempt to undermine black and native claims in Florida. Nonwhites likewise
used movement as a form of resistance, as they recognized that physical mobility was a central
component of how power could be exercised in Florida. Black and native Floridians used their
own mobility to undercut white attempts at forced displacement or bondage and reassert their
autonomy in Florida.
Ultimately, my project illuminates the very real embodied implications of the settler
colonial system by using mobility as a category of analysis. The exploration of mobility
highlights the physical nature of settler colonialism. Concepts of settlement and movement were
not merely abstract notions trotted out by whites to claim space. Mobility and rootedness were
physical acts with powerful consequences. My focus on movement also shows how the
negotiation of power took place on all levels of society, even in the most mundane of
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circumstances. Expectations and restrictions concerning the movement of various populations
pervaded all levels of nineteenth-century Florida life, from daily encounters to political debates,
from financial transactions to military maneuvers. Focusing on the embodied, physical
experience of settler colonialism provides a bottom-up and top-down view of how power was
exercised in a contested space.
Nineteenth-century Florida was indeed a contested space, one that I define as a
borderland. The following study of Florida expands the field of borderland studies by exploring
an unrecognized borderland. Borderland studies emerged from the field of Western history, as
scholars abandoned the simplistic notion of a frontier, popularized by Frederick Jackson Turner,
for a more dynamic understanding of how settlement occurred.30 Historians Stephen Aron and
Jeremy Adelman attempted to refine the idea of a frontier to more efficiently fit with the rise of
borderlands history, which privileges instead “the complexity and contingency of intercultural
relations.” Frontiers, according to Aron and Adelman, were meeting places of different groups of
people “in which geographic and cultural borders were not clearly defined.” Borderlands history,
then, explores “the contested boundaries between colonial domains” and demonstrates how the
conflicts over these boundaries “shaped the peculiar and contingent character of frontier
relations.”31 When borderlands were hardened into defined borders, indigenous and marginalized
peoples lost a great deal of agency, as the liminal spaces of borderlands gave them more agency
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and power. Adelman and Aron put useful parameters onto a new field of study and posed new
questions in their field-defining article. In the following years, Western history became
dominated by borderland studies that accentuated the meeting places between empires and
cultures, especially in the American West. Scholars analyzed how the interaction between
European, American, and native empires fostered cross-cultural exchange, structures of
coexistence, and the contested applications of power.32
Over a decade after Adelman and Aron’s essay, however, some scholars sought to further
expand the boundaries of the field itself. Pekka Hämäläinen and Samuel Truett’s article “On
Borderlands” responded to the explosion of borderlands studies by positing that scholars should
break out of some of the limits imposed by Adelman and Aron. Not all “turning points” in the
borderlands turned on “state-centered polities,” implying that focusing merely on the actions of
colonial powers and nation-states may be limiting. Hämäläinen and Truett proposed that the field
of borderlands history could be expanded by “shedding its dependence on prevailing imperial
and national orthodoxies,” and “reconsider the challenges and limitations of cross-cultural
coexistence.” Indeed, not every borderland involved an “upbeat” mixing of cultures. Some
borderlands experienced “a darker story of violence, ethnic hatred, and cultural entrenchment,”
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as was the case in nineteenth-century Florida. 33 One of the best recent works responding to
Hämäläinen and Truett is the edited collection by Andrew K. Frank and A. Glenn Crothers
entitled Borderland Narratives. The authors included in the collection explore the contests of
power between groups that may not necessarily be defined as nations or colonial powers in a
given historical period. This work especially focuses on areas outside of the American West, a
much-needed corrective in the field.34
My project also answers Hämäläinen and Truett’s call by exploring a borderland not
between discrete nation states or colonial powers, but among various groups of Floridians united
loosely around common ideas of land, power, and identity. These groups of Floridians stretched
the limits of their traditional geographical boundaries or moved beyond the spaces dictated by
the white settler colonial system, often butting against concepts of mobility that competed with
those of other racial groups. White settlers attempted to expand the borders of American power
via settler colonialism. They claimed space and resources in Florida, thus violently colliding with
the Seminoles. Seminole Indians had their own notions of authority, land use, the allocation of
resources, and the environmental roots of their nascent tribal identity. Though they did not desire
to erect a vast empire like the Comancheria of the West, they still held on to their own notions of
self-determination and independence as a tribe, despite having diffuse power structures and
settlements. Amidst the conflict between white and native spaces, Africans and African
Americans moved to claim their own share of Florida’s land and resources. In many instances,
black Floridians united with the Seminoles in order to augment their freedom on the margins of a
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slave society. Black Floridians also used their physical mobility to create their own spaces of
freedom. These spaces of black movement and autonomy abutted a white settler society
dedicated to maintaining black bondage. I argue that the competition over space and movement
in Florida made the peninsula a borderland, a space that I define as a geographical area
dominated by conflict over space and resources as residents jostled for power. In the context of
the spread of American power throughout the nineteenth century in Florida, the movement and
actions of ordinary settlers, African Americans, and nonwhites were just as important and
influential as the major policies or wars of any nation or colonial power.
The sources I use in the following study to interrogate the meaning and power of
movement in the settler colonial borderlands tell not just about the movement of people but also
how white and nonwhite Floridians felt about movement. Military reports, government
correspondence, state and federal policy, and meetings between officials demonstrate especially
the top-down negotiation of mobility and settlement in nineteenth-century Florida. Officials and
powerful civilians betray a sense of the importance of mobility and settlement in these
documents and their conscious drive to shape the movement and rootedness of various groups in
Florida. Personal records also demonstrate how movement, settlement, and conflict over space in
the borderlands occurred on the ground level, and the meaning that ordinary people ascribed to
their mobility and settlement. Letters, diaries, and reminiscences offer a bottom-up view of how
the power dynamics attendant to settler colonialism and mobility especially impacted white
settlers. Petitions, editorials, and correspondence sent to officials on the part of settlers also allow
a glimpse into the disconnect that sometimes occurred between official policy and the realities of
the process of americanization. Indeed, settlers often disagreed with the execution of certain land
policies, the conduct of settler colonial wars against nonwhites, and the limitations of slave
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codes. Sources that outline settler complaints give observers a view of the messy and
complicated process of settler colonialism in this borderland area.
Assessing nonwhite views of settler colonialism and mobility is more difficult and
necessitates the use of some sources written or produced by white Americans. Seminole talks
and meetings, often translated and transcribed often by whites, are a problematic yet invaluable
source for gauging Seminole reactions to settler colonialism. Their movements during wartime
must also be reconstructed from military reports made by white Americans. Nonetheless, I make
every effort to highlight Seminole actions and voices whenever possible. African American
actions and voices must similarly be reconstructed from second-hand sources. White-produced
correspondence, newspapers, plantation ledgers, and government documents allow historians to
reconstruct the movements of African Americans in Florida, especially during the Civil War era.
The actions of the United States army and Freedmen’s Bureau responding to black claims on
space and resources allow historians to reconstitute the movements, actions, and claims of black
Floridians during these crucial periods of upheaval.
I also rely heavily on the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Writers Project
slave narratives created during the New Deal Era in the South to illustrate black movement
during slavery. Writers employed by the federal government recorded the memories of African
Americans who lived through slavery. Many arguments have been levied concerning the
problematic nature of these narratives. Memory is, of course, notorious for its inaccuracy. In
addition, many of these narratives were recorded and transcribed by white WPA employees, who
may have used their own bias concerning black southerners to shape these narratives either
during recording or after the fact. Former slaves living in the Jim Crow era may also have been
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reticent to tell the full scope of slavery’s brutality.35 Carole Emberton, however, urges historians
to quash their hesitation regarding the veracity of the WPA narratives. Indeed, as Emberton
explains, the narratives, coupled with other sources, represent a crucial avenue for not only
reconstructing the experience of enslavement but also the important psychological and emotional
legacies of bondage. She especially highlights the importance of using the narratives to
reconstitute black women’s voices and experiences of enslavement, war, and Reconstruction,
perspectives that are often lost in traditional sources.36 I agree with Emberton’s assessment of the
WPA narratives and thus rely on them throughout this work. Florida’s WPA narratives are also
exceptional. The director of the Florida project, Carita Doggett Corse, employed as many black
writers as possible, including Zora Neale Hurston. The racial parity of the recorder and the
person being recorded allowed for more accurate depictions of the reality of enslavement.37
These narratives are integral to examining how black Floridians felt about their own movement,
their place in Florida’s settler colonial society, and the sense of autonomy that came from the use
of space in the borderlands.
The sources I use in this project illuminate the intense connections between mobility,
settler colonialism, and the messy process of imposing white supremacy over an inherited and
diverse landscape. Mobility studies encourages the field of settler colonial history to not merely
assume the role of land, power, and settlement. Embodied movement, the focus on why and how
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historical actors engage in mobility and stasis, illuminates power structures that otherwise may
be left obscured. Such a methodology is incredibly valuable because it allows us to grasp the full
scope of the experience of the borderlands between white, black, and native peoples in the slow
expansion of American power.
For the purposes of this project I am attempting to incorporate as many regions of Florida
as possible. Florida politics, economics, and society fell along three distinct regional identities
during the nineteenth century: East, Middle, and West Florida. The distinction between East and
West resulted from British colonial administration in the eighteenth century, but American
tenure witnessed a shift in the borders of West Florida, as the region of Middle Florida became
consolidated as an economic and social region in its own right. For this project, West Florida
extended from the Alabama border to the Apalachicola River, incorporating most of the
geographic area referred to as the Panhandle. Pensacola is the largest urban center in this region.
The region of Middle Florida emerged during the early years of American development and
became the heart of Florida’s cotton economy. This region is situated between the Apalachicola
and Suwannee Rivers, though some portions of Jackson County are included due to its cotton
production and political leanings, despite it being on the western side of the Apalachicola. The
major cities and towns of Middle Florida include the capital of Tallahassee and the town of
Apalachicola, which was the state’s main hub for cotton export. Finally, East Florida extended
from the Suwannee River east to the Atlantic. Important towns and cities such as Gainesville,
Lake City, St. Augustine, and Jacksonville. East Florida also extended south, but the southern
boundaries of this region obviously shifted based on the interactions and contests between white
settlers and Seminole settlements.
The Tri-Racial South
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Beyond the theoretical and methodological implications of this project, my study of
settler colonialism in nineteenth-century Florida makes a significant contribution to the field of
southern history. Southern history constantly grapples with the idea of exceptionalism. To what
extent was the South exceptional? What conditions made it exceptional? Writer W.J. Cash
famously approached this question in the twentieth-century with his work The Mind of the South.
According to Cash, the South’s unique nature stemmed from its psychology and social
stratification. Southerners, according to Cash, held a paradoxical collection of traits, including
“hedonism and puritanism” and “aristocratic traditions” and a “relative lack of class feeling.”38
C. Vann Woodward, a historian by training, identified the South’s history, rather than its
psychology, as its defining characteristic. The South’s historical trajectory, tied to slavery,
segregation, and economic stagnancy, gave it a peculiar perspective.39 More recent historians
such as James Cobb have taken a more meta view of the South’s exceptionalism, arguing that the
northern perception of the region’s “otherness,” developed by authors in the early nineteenth
century, contributed to a self-consciousness on the part of white southerners to in turn prize their
own uniqueness. They continually created myths about their grandiosity and noble ancestry,
myths that were often undermined by critics from within and outside the region, especially
African Americans who eagerly identified the in-fact brutal origins of Southern economics and
society.40 These notions of the South’s exceptionalism tend to revolve around bi-racial
constructions of the region’s population. Indeed, if, according to Woodward and others, the
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South’s history of exploitation of African Americans makes it exceptional, this necessarily sets
up a black-white dichotomy.
Florida’s place in this exceptional South is also debatable. Though the state practiced
slavery and seceded from the Union, it’s twentieth-century history seemed to gradually deviate
from its other southern neighbors due to the centrality of the tourist economy and the rising
numbers of northern transplants and latino immigrants. For the purposes of this project, however,
I certainly consider Florida a part of the South as an economic, political, and social region. White
southerners were central in creating the settler colonial system in Florida. They united Florida’s
agricultural economy to that of the other slaveholding states. They championed political
ideologies that aligned with that of the other future Confederate states. They also routinely
identified themselves as southerners, maintaining social relationships with other white
southerners, be they family or friends. Even colonial holdovers from the Spanish period and
white northerners who settled in the state became deeply immersed in the political, economic,
and social systems of the state that united Florida with the wider southern region (as explored in
Chapter 2). When Florida seceded from the United States in 1861, secessionists vocally
championed the southern identity of the state and its loyalty to the Confederacy.
This study’s contribution, however, goes beyond arguing for Florida’s inclusion as a
southern state. My project aims to move beyond the usual black-white racial binary that has
plagued southern historiography for almost a century. I join other southern historians such as
Andrew Frank, Rose Stremlau, Melanie Benson Taylor, Mikaëla Adams, Angela Pulley Hudson,
Melinda Maynor Lowery, and Justin I. Rogers in pushing for a tri-racial understanding of the
South. The region’s experience of expansion, slavery, racial constructs, the Civil War,
Reconstruction, and segregation also involved native southerners of various tribes, including the
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Cherokee, Creek, Chickasaw, Lumbee, Pamunkey, and Seminole.41 To be sure, removal of
southeastern tribes is addressed in various works on southern expansion, as noted above. But the
inclusion of native voices in the South altogether ceases after removal. Though scholars of
Native American history address indigenous southerners within their own field, there seems to be
little acceptance of this framework within the field of southern history. Recently, these scholars
have created an entirely new framework of the Native South to push southern history beyond the
racial binary and include native southerners in the traditional narratives of southern history. In
the recent establishment of an annual journal dedicated to this framework, aptly titled Native
South, scholars privilege native voices and experiences in the South to show the impact of native
peoples on the history and culture of the region.42 Scholars Greg O’Brien and Tim Alan Garrison
also published a groundbreaking collection of essays in 2017 titled The Native South, that credits
Theda Perdue and Mike Green with training a new generation of Native American historians that
will push southern history towards this tri-racial understanding.43 The Native South framework, I
believe, revitalizes an increasingly stagnant field.
This work contributes to the tri-racial South and Native South by highlighting the
continual resistance of the Florida Seminoles to settler colonialism and their important
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interactions with African Americans in Florida. Privileging both the real and imagined
cooperation of black and native Floridians illustrates a number of important conclusions about
this period in Florida and southern history. First, the history of black and Seminole interaction
forces a reassessment of black-native relations in the South. Various historians have focused on
native slaveholding, including scholars of Seminole history.44 This project joins a number of
others, especially that of Kevin Kokomoor and Andrew Frank in clarifying the symbiotic
relationship that could exist between Seminoles and African Americans in Florida. Though the
Seminoles held slaves in name, the reality of Seminole ownership of black men, women, and
children was far more complicated and stemmed from older concepts of incorporating
newcomers into native societies.45 This project adds another layer to these studies of native
slaveholding and the relationship of African Americans to native groups in the South.
Second, focusing on the Seminoles of Florida and their interaction with black Floridians
shows that expansion in the South was not simply tied to the extension of slavery and the control
of black resistance. Conflict also arose over native rights and autonomy. White Americans
identified black and native residents of Florida as a unified threat to settler colonialism and the

44

Various historians, especially black women, have brilliantly uncovered the complicated role of
slaveholding in southeastern tribes, particularly among the Cherokee. These works also probe the
legacies of such slaveholding on native citizenship, as rates of intermarriage or interracial sexual
relationships were high. This led to profound conflicts within tribes like the Cherokee regarding
the tribal citizenship of black members. For more on these topics, see Theda Perdue, Slavery and
the Evolution of Cherokee Society, 1540-1866, (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1979);
Tiya Miles, Ties That Bind: The Story of an Afro-Cherokee Family in Slavery and Freedom,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Celia E. Naylor, African Cherokees in Indian
Territory: From Chattel to Citizens, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008);
Barbara Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian Masters: Slavery, Emancipation, and Citizenship in
the Native American South, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013).
45
Kevin D. Kokomoor, “A Reassessment of Seminoles, Africans, and Slavery on the Florida
Frontier,” Florida Historical Quarterly 88, (Fall 2009): 209-236; Andrew Frank, “Red, Black,
and Seminole: Community Convergence on the Florida Borderlands, 1780-1840,” in Borderland
Narratives: Negotiation and Accommodation in North America’s Contested Spaces, ed. Andrew
Frank and Glenn Crothers, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2017).
32

expansion of slavery in the South. In addition, this project shows that removal was not the only
relationship that existed between African Americans and native groups. Historians have
identified Indian Removal as integral for the extension of black slavery, as if these two groups
unresponsively passed by each other on their ways in and out. Instead, historians should
interrogate cooperative black and Indian resistance to expansion in the nineteenth-century. In
addition, stories of southern expansion must center native voices that still existed after removal
and coped with the hardening racial binary of the slave and segregation South. Though large
numbers of the Seminoles faced removal, hundreds still remained in Florida after the Third
Seminole War and continually interacted with white and black Floridians. More research is
needed on other southeastern Indians and their attempts at cultural preservation, sovereignty, and
their relationship to the white-imposed racial binary of the South. Melinda Maynor Lowery and
Mikaëla Adams’ studies of the Lumbee Indians of North Carolina and the Pamunkey Indians of
Virginia, respectively, provide excellent analyses of just such stories.
Third, this study once more asserts that southeastern Indians created borderlands by
claiming land, resources, and independence in the midst of white expansion. This framework reenvisions the reach of American power in the nineteenth-century South, showing that expansion
in the slave South was fitful and continually resisted. Expansion in the South, despite what
contemporary whites felt, was not ordained or assured. Native southerners continually used the
methods at their disposal to resist it and reinforce their own rights, leading whites to privately
and publicly doubt the inexorable extension of white southern society. Analyzing the borders
between white, black, and Indian spaces in the nineteenth-century South demonstrates that,
despite the existence of American-imposed borders, not all land within those borders was
immediately accessed by whites, as native peoples continually moved through the landscape and
made use of natural resources. This shades the contours of American power in the region during
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this time period, illuminating grey areas that grope for easy definition of either “American” or
“Indian.” These conclusions should force historians to reconsider their timeline of southern
expansion, their assumptions about white control of the landscape, and their concept of a defined
line of American development.
Finally, this tri-racial South study asks southern historians to address long-held
assumptions about the war that seemingly defines the region, the Civil War. The Civil War was a
war over the continued existence and expansion of slavery in the United States. In Florida,
however, slavery could not be divorced from Seminole sovereignty. Again, white Americans in
Florida identified slave resistance and Seminole resistance as nearly one-in-the-same. The
persistence of Seminole movement and autonomy gave Florida slavery a peculiar anxiety. The
settler colonial society demanded the restriction of native and black bodies; resistance on the part
of one group immediately raised the question of the activities of the other. White Floridians
demanded a political system more devoted to supporting settler colonialism and the racial
restrictions that it needed to survive. The Civil War in Florida, I argue, was a settler colonial war
that cannot be disentangled from the earlier Seminole Wars. Both revolved around black
resistance, native autonomy, and whites’ presumed access to land and resources. More attention
to the activities and loyalties of remaining native populations in the southeast, or the rhetoric
used by secessionists regarding native peoples or their legacies, can expand concepts of what
ultimately led to secession and the Civil War.
Assumptions of race, place, war, and power within the field of southern history can be
systematically questioned when the presence and voices of native peoples are integrated into
historical studies. The following project highlights native actions and voices whenever possible
in order to show that americanization in Florida, the imposing of white supremacy and American
dominance on the landscape, upsets some of the traditional narratives of southern history.
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Seminole peoples were unique in their resistance to the United States and the settler colonial
society whites tried to impose around them. These methodologies and frameworks, however,
should be applied to other southeastern tribes as well in order to demonstrate the piecemeal and
contested process of American expansion in the South in the nineteenth century.
Importantly, I see this project as a reformulation of commonly investigated events,
people, and spaces in nineteenth-century Florida. My work is not a recapitulation of events such
as the Seminole Wars or the Civil War in Florida, as various historians have already created
thorough investigations of these events, and their work provides a crucial basis for the following
project (as seen in the footnotes of the succeeding chapters). In addition, certain well-known
individuals in Florida have received ample biographical and analytical studies, including Andrew
Jackson, Richard Keith Call, Zephaniah Kingsley, Osceola, and others. I by no means attempt to
highlight any new information about these individuals, but rather try to illuminate their roles in
Florida’s larger settler colonial society. Indeed, historians of nineteenth-century Florida have
done meaningful work on these topics and others, though many works lack overarching
theoretical frameworks that pose new questions of these topics. In addition, many Florida works
posit the state as a frontier rather than a constantly shifting borderland typified by the strong
competing presences of white, black, and native peoples. To be sure, scholars such as Edward
Baptist, James Denham, and Daniel Schafer produced comprehensive works on slavery, white
settlement, and Florida’s experience of the Civil War, but these works view Florida as a frontier
society with a rather linear narrative of gradual white progression into more and more territory in
Florida.46 Furthermore, many authors of general Florida histories do not analyze the territory or

46

Baptist, Creating an Old South; James M. Denham, A Rogue’s Paradise: Crime and
Punishment in Antebellum Florida, 1821-1861, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press,
1997); Denham, Florida Founder William P. DuVal: Frontier Bon Vivant, (Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press, 2015); Daniel L. Schafer, Anna Madgigine Jai Kingsley:
African Princess, Florida Slave, Plantation Owner, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
35

state within a tri-racial context. Florida historians working with generally non-native topics give
little account to the presence of native peoples in the state, despite the fact that Seminole and
Mikasuki peoples continually play a role in the history of the state. My work thus poses new
questions of nineteenth-century Florida, especially regarding the nature of settlement, the
interactions between white, black, and native Floridians, and the motivations behind the
conflicts, large and small, that plagued the state.
I also do not claim to be doing any new ethnohistorical investigations of the Seminole or
Mikasuki Indians. Again, ethnohistorical studies are important sources I rely on to discuss
subsistence, racial constructs, settlement patterns, and movement among these native groups, but
I do not offer any original ethnohistorical claims beyond Seminole resistance to settler
colonialism and their enduring role in the borderlands. Finally, though Florida women of various
backgrounds appear in this work and perform essential roles in either the maintenance or
resistance of settler colonialism, I do not engage in any overarching gender analysis in the
following pages. Indeed, other historians, especially Laurel Clark Shire and Tracy Revels, have
provided wonderful gender studies of Florida’s black, native, and white women.47 In essence,
this project re-envisions Florida’s history using different frameworks to ask new questions about
Florida’s place within the assumed narratives of the region, nation, and historical profession.
Chapter Outline
Chapter 1 of this project examines early American attempts to control nonwhite
movement in Florida during the Second Spanish Period, focusing especially on the period from
the 1790s to the 1819 signing of the Adams-Onís Treaty. White Americans identified two main
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grievances with Spanish administration of Florida. First, they resented the lack of land
development in Florida. Vast acreage was given to Spanish subjects who seemingly lacked the
resolve to clear and improve their holdings. This offended white Americans eager to gain new
lands, especially during the first years of the cotton boom. Second, white Americans balked at
the lack of racial control imposed by the Spanish crown. Black and native peoples freely used the
land and resources of Florida with little Spanish interference, a state of affairs that could not be
tolerated on the border of the United States’ growing slave South. White Americans began a
sustained assault to destabilize Spanish Florida through a series of military filibusters and wars.
The Patriot War and the First Seminole War were waged by white Americans who vocally
articulated their racial and economic motivations for securing Florida for the United States. In
the process, they began to plan for a settler colonial society that would divest native and black
peoples of the land and resources they claimed in Florida. This chapter proves that America’s
early plans for controlling the Florida borderlands rested on settler colonialism, white access to
land, and the restriction of nonwhite movement, even prior to the cession of the territory.
Chapter 2 focuses on the territorial period in Florida and how white settlers began to
remake the landscape to reify their own power and divest nonwhites of land and resources. From
the 1820s to the 1840s, white Americans started creating literal and figurative edifices of white
supremacy in the Florida borderlands. Booster literature, a key source for this chapter, publicized
the economic potential of Florida’s land and climate, luring white Americans of various
backgrounds to the territory. Wealthy whites established plantations, especially in the region of
Middle Florida, hoping to increase their wealth via cotton agriculture. Poor and middling whites
also hoped to settle their families on Florida’s productive soil and eke out an independent living.
White northerners, some drawn by Florida’s salubrious climate, also settled in Florida, easily
acclimating to a southern slave society. Foundational to all of these processes, however, was the
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use and exploitation of black labor and the assumption of white rootedness. Black men and
women, forcibly carried to Florida by white slaveholders, provided the necessary bodies to
literally erect the structures of white supremacy in the Florida borderlands. Attendant to this
process, however, was the pervasive anxiety over black movement in Florida, especially in the
midst of conflicts with native groups over land and resources. This chapter demonstrates the
racial underpinnings of white settler colonial society in the Florida borderlands.
Chapter 3 focuses exclusively on Seminole resistance to confinement and removal from
the 1820s to 1842. While whites busied themselves with creating a settler colonial society,
Seminole Indian groups reasserted their place and power in the Florida borderlands. When white
officials negotiated a Seminole reservation in Florida, Seminole Indians supported their
communities by routinely ignoring the boundaries that whites imposed upon them. The
reservation lands were desolate and could not sustain traditional Seminole livelihoods. Seminole
peoples instead returned to their methods of hunting and raising livestock, alarming whites with
their movement outside of the reservation. United States plans for removal threw Seminole
society into further turmoil, as they vowed to resist this forced removal from the land that
became their home in the eighteenth century. The Seminoles waged a war of resistance from
1835-1842, using their mobility and environmental knowledge to undermine the efforts of the
United States army. They also relied on alliances with black Floridians who either fled bondage
or had already been incorporated into the tribe. This interracial cooperation and the pervasive
resistance of the Seminoles led to profound unease among both United States troops and white
Floridians. The Second Seminole War threw white supremacy and settler colonialism into
question, as whites doubted the efficacy and destiny of their project in Florida. Despite high
levels of casualties and the forcible removal of thousands, a small group of Seminoles remained
in the Florida Everglades, further maintaining the borders between white and native space.
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Chapter 4 argues that sustained black and native resistance during the statehood period
beginning in the mid-1840s led to the secession crisis of 1860-1861. This chapter privileges
black voices especially, often relying on the WPA Narratives. Enslaved black Floridians
recounted the importance of mobility to their personal and collective identities during this period.
They used both licit and illicit movement to heighten their own physical autonomy and carve out
spaces for themselves not directly tied to bondage. This movement alarmed white Floridians who
felt that their physical spaces of white control were under constant attack. Indeed, black
Floridians’ experience of space diminished the reach of white control in a still sparsely populated
state. This illicit black movement beat back the borders of white control, causing Florida’s land
and resources to remain contested even after the granting of statehood in 1845. Coupled with
these pervasive white fears over black movement was yet another brutal war against the
Seminole Indians. The Seminoles, especially the Mikasuki band who were growing increasingly
independent from the larger Seminole tribe, used the isolation of the Everglades to strengthen
their communities and their freedom despite continual white surveillance. White assaults on
Seminole land and resources led once more to the outbreak of hostilities in 1855 and lasting until
1858. The combined threats of black movement and Seminole resistance pushed especially elite
white Floridians to advocate for secession in late 1860. The federal government, according to
these secessionists, was not doing enough to secure the settler colonial project in Florida.
Increasing resentment toward nonwhites and a sense of racial crisis translated to hatred of the
federal government, abolitionists, and the Republican party.
Chapter 5 addresses the consequences of secession and the Civil War in Florida from
1861 to 1866. In this chapter, I demonstrate how the Civil War was a continuation of earlier
settler colonial conflicts in Florida. White Confederates identified nonwhite movement and
resistance as their primary motivators in seceding from the United States. The continuing
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importance of movement to this conflict once more shows how white Floridians of various
backgrounds and political loyalties used both mobility and rootedness to articulate their power in
the Florida borderlands. The use of movement was especially important in the competition
between Confederate and American space. United States occupation of the Florida coast line and
various coastal cities once more marked the landscape as deeply contested, with white
Confederates fleeing to the interior. This movement under duress weakened the presumed right
of white Confederates to the landscape of Florida, calling the power of settler colonialism into
question. Black Floridians also used the chaos and upheaval of the war to claim more space,
labor, and resources for themselves, especially as emancipation worked its way across the state
in a piecemeal fashion. Emancipation gave black Floridians an opportunity to weaken the racial
constructs attendant to settler colonialism through their widespread movement and resistance via
escape. Black service in the United States army also destabilized the racial assumptions of settler
colonialism. Though the Seminoles existed on the margins of most of the fighting of the Civil
War in Florida, they used the conflict to reassert their authority in the borderlands. The
Confederacy and the United States both competed for Seminole loyalty, often using resources
such as ammunition, food, and clothing to build favorable relationships with the Seminoles and
the Mikasuki Indians. This allowed both native groups to play one side against the other in a bid
to extract the most concessions. The exercise of play-off style politics gave native Floridians
greater influence over the balance of power in Florida and reinforced their claims of belonging in
the peninsula. The Civil War years in Florida threw settler colonialism into complete disarray.
Black and Seminole mobility and power, coupled with the defeat of the Confederacy, signaled
the end of that system.
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CHAPTER 1
“How Necessary to the Best Interests of the Union”:
The Specter of Spanish Florida and the American Drive for Settler Colonialism,
1812-1821
During the early nineteenth-century, most white Americans’ knowledge of the Florida
peninsula derived from the massively popular writings of American naturalist William Bartram.
Bartram’s father, John Bartram, was a famous botanist from Philadelphia. The younger Bartram,
however, grew more fascinated with the Romantic, rather than the scientific, implications of
nature. According to historians Maurice O’Sullivan and Jack C. Lane, Bartram “was determined
to show how his travel experiences – particularly in Florida’s tropical wilderness – affected his
feelings.”1 Bartram’s descriptions of the Spanish colonies of West and East Florida fascinated
and tantalized his American readers.2 On one trip along the St. Johns River to Lake George in
East Florida, Bartram marveled at the “sublime enchanting scenes of primitive nature.” Bartram
and his travel companions, a group of traders from the Spalding trading house, passed their time
in the area “far removed from the seats of strife” common to the developed and civilized world.
Though Bartram’s descriptions of elysian splendor may have elicited wonder in his readers, his
reports of agricultural fertility surely intrigued those with entrepreneurial spirit. He frequently
noted when he saw thriving cultivation on the part of either colonists or the Seminole Indians of
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Florida. Bartram found no shortage of “delicious and healthful food” in the Florida wilderness,
and he marveled at the abundance of game.3
Bartram’s Travels, however, also gave readers a vivid description of the Seminole
Indians. Though Bartram described the Seminoles as a timeless people who were virtually
always part of Florida’s Eden, the Seminoles were, in fact, relative newcomers to the peninsula.
Indeed, the earlier tribes of Florida, including the Timucua, Calusa, and Yemassee, no longer
populated the area due to warfare and disease. The group that came to be known as the
Seminoles actually hailed from the Creek (Muscogee) tribe of Georgia and Alabama. A group of
Mikasuki speaking peoples splintered off from the Creeks in the early eighteenth century due to
increasing centralization of power within the tribe. The separation became even more politically
charged during the colonial rivalry between Britain and Spain in the later part of the century. The
name “Seminole” may have actually derived from the Spanish term cimarrón, which means
“runaway.” This name for the group of Mikasuki speakers accentuated their freedom and their
mobility. As they settled in Florida, the Seminoles constructed a diffuse power structure typified
by far-flung, independent towns run by chiefs. These bands would occasionally reconvene for
important ceremonies, primarily the Green Corn Dance.4 For the Seminoles, then, freedom and
independence lay at the heart of their ethnogenesis. William Bartram accentuated their physical
freedom in his accounts, frequently using the image of “the wandering Siminole [sic], the naked
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red warrior, roam[ing] at large.”5 These lurid images played directly to American stereotypes of
native peoples, alternately titillating and frightening his readers.
For all of Bartram’s literary license, he accurately portrayed the Floridas in many ways.
He described the diversity of the peninsula’s climates and peoples. He visited with Spanish
traders, British planters, and Seminole chiefs. He trekked along sandy beaches, river banks,
murky swamps, dense hammocks, and vast savannas, many of which are still recognizable today.
Florida possesses numerous complex environments, and Bartram strove to describe them all in
detail. He also reported the fertility of many of those regions. Spanish Florida contained an
abundance of fertile land that could, depending on the climate and soil, foster various types of
agricultural endeavors. Both Seminole farmers and European planters grew indigo, cotton, corn,
root vegetables, cabbage, peppers, and citrus of different varieties. The prairies of northern
Florida offered excellent grazing land for cattle, which would soon become one of Florida’s
main industries. Florida, then, did possess a great deal of agricultural potential, and Bartram’s
Travels broadcasted that fact to American readers.
Travels, however, also informed readers of the abundance of nonwhite peoples who
inhabited the Spanish colonies. As noted above, he eagerly reported his encounters with
Seminoles. He also noted the common sight of African peoples. Indeed, Spanish Florida
practiced racial slavery but also claimed an extensive free black population, a surely harrowing
state of affairs to the sensibilities of white American readers, particularly those in the
slaveholding South. Bartram’s description of Seminole slaveholding may have also proved
shocking to white consumers of his Travels. Although the Seminoles believed in racial
difference, they readily incorporated black men and women into their societies regardless of their
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previous state of bondage.6 Indeed, African slaves existed “betwixt a state of freedom and
slavery” in Seminole society, according to Bartram; this system allowed them considerable
personal autonomy.7 Even their children, often the result of intermarriage with Seminoles, were
considered free. Seminole peoples originally accumulated slaves as a symbol of prestige
borrowed from the British and Spanish, but, according to Kenneth Porter, they “had no intention
of devoting their lives to managing slaves.” Instead, they allowed enslaved people to build their
own homes and raise their own crops, a portion of which would be given to the community, a
continuation of community agriculture developed in Creek societies, according to Kevin D.
Kokomoor. Runaway enslaved people were allowed to live side-by-side with Seminole slaves as
well and often adopted into the Seminole clans, thus creating a new ethnic group within the tribe:
Black Seminoles. African peoples essentially provided more labor to the community, and the
Seminoles provided protection from a harsh slave system in return.8 Bartram’s descriptions of
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East and West Florida, then, accurately described both the abundant potential of Florida for
cultivation and the diverse and autonomous people of color who called the colonies home.
White Americans, then, became increasingly interested in their southern neighbor as
more and more first-hand accounts began to accumulate in the late-eighteenth and earlynineteenth centuries. Other botanical studies and newspaper reports complemented Bartram’s
account, but these accounts grew increasingly more concerned with both the agricultural
potential and perceived racial lawlessness in Spanish Florida. Lawmakers, military officials,
wealthy entrepreneurs, and humble farmers slowly began to conceive of the Floridas as a worthy
mission of the nascent American nation. According to numerous white Americans who studied
the printed descriptions of Spanish Florida, the Spanish colonial government could neither
control the nonwhite groups that populated the peninsula, nor could they adequately tap into the
agricultural potential of the Floridas. The early period of Spanish-American conflict over
Florida, then, revolved around the issues of land, race, resources and authority. These early
contests over Florida presage many of the conflicts that would erupt in the Plains, Southwest,
and Pacific West decades later. White settler colonialism in borderland spaces often fixated on
racialized access to resources. The ability to use natural resources like land, livestock,
waterways, hunting grounds, and other necessary means for sustaining livelihoods were dictated
by racial categories and often policed by dominant groups in given times and areas. The example
of nineteenth-century Florida prefigures the patterns most commonly associated with the
American West.9 The early nineteenth century witnessed multiple attempts by the United States
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to annex Florida for land-hungry white Americans and to control the nonwhite populations that
freely moved through the Florida landscape. White Americans clearly identified their mission
with annexation and the establishment of white supremacy in Florida in order to make the
territory more amenable to American settler colonialism. Despite their oft-repeated claims to
national security, rapaciousness for land and a desire for racial control propelled white
Americans who supported the overthrow of Spanish rule in Florida.
In the midst of white struggles for Florida, native and African peoples attempted to claim
space for themselves despite constant white attempts to diminish their agency on the landscape.
The Seminole Indians continued to build a tribal identity deeply rooted in the Florida landscape.
They benefitted from Spanish neglect of the colony and established numerous communities in
the northern section of the territory. These Seminole communities reasserted the primary goals of
the tribe: independence and self-sufficiency. Though they engaged with various trading houses,
they also desired to be left to their own devices and only engage with whites when they chose to.
Africans, both enslaved and free, also claimed movement and resources in Florida. Free people
of African descent sustained communities in the major port cities of the colony. They became a
crucial facet of Spain’s sparsely populated colony, even serving in militias. Enslaved blacks also
used the land and resources of Florida as a haven from bondage in America. It was exactly this
sort of nonwhite agency, however, that rankled white Americans who lived in or around Spanish
Florida.
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This chapter will demonstrate that these conflicts over land, mobility, and race
perpetuated a borderland in and around Florida. A number of concrete and abstract borders
existed during this period of crisis. The border between Spain and the United States fluctuated at
various times during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Borders between
American settlers and Indian communities also changed rapidly during this era. The fragile
nature of these concrete borders, however, was augmented by the borders between race and
movement. White and nonwhite people clashed over the rights to settlement, movement, and
resources. White Americans continually policed the rights of various racial groups to settlement
and mobility. Whites prized their own settlement over the mobility of nonwhites. White settlers
believed that land existed to allow for the permanent settlement of white Americans, not to foster
the movement of nonwhite peoples. Seminole Indians and people of African descent, however,
continuously transgressed the boundaries of land and movement that white Americans believed
should exist in Spanish Florida. This chapter will ultimately show that white Americans believed
that the only way to resolve this borderland was through the creation of a white settler colonial
society in Florida founded upon white rootedness on agriculturally developed land and the
restriction of nonwhite movement.
The Threat of Spanish Florida
Spain loomed large as the primary obstacle to American settler colonialism in the Florida
peninsula due to its land and racial policies. The Second Spanish Period in Florida formally
began after the ratification of the Treaty of Paris in 1783 when Great Britain transferred the
entirety of Florida back to Spain.10 It is an irony of history that the same treaty which granted
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Spain renewed control over one of its longest colonial holdings also brought about the agent of
Spanish Florida’s demise, the United States. A large portion of the treaty delineated the borders
of the new nation and the remaining colonial holdings of Spain, France, and Great Britain. The
treaty dictated the boundaries of the United States, encompassing all land east of the Mississippi
River and above the 31st southern parallel. The prospect of being restrained by a delineated
boundary, however, could not coexist with the American vision for the continent. Indeed, even
when the Anglo-Americans remained colonial subjects they chaffed under the territorial limits
imposed by the British government. The French and Indian War, undoubtedly one of the primary
mechanisms by which Americans found their common identity, began due to border disputes
with the French.11 The new American government promptly addressed territorial expansion
during the Articles of Confederation period. The Land Ordinance of 1785 instituted an orderly
system for the surveying and selling of new lands gained via the Treaty of Paris. The Northwest
Ordinance likewise created guidelines for the path to statehood for the newly incorporated
territories. It is evident, then, that access to new land consumed the United States from the start.12
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Furthermore, white Americans intended for new territories to support the expansion of
the agrarian republic. The idea of the agrarian republic, expounded by Thomas Jefferson,
envisioned the United States as a haven for white farmers who tilled the soil with their families
(and obedient enslaved Africans when the white family could afford it). In this vision, then, the
settled white household assumed central importance. Mastery over landscape and dependents
remained the true sign of American manhood. Political power also came with tenure of land.
Voting rights remained dependent upon property holdings, and landowners exclusively staffed
powerful positions in local and state governments.13 The number of white families that could
colonize and settle “virgin” land was also directly proportional to the influence the United States
wielded on the continent. The expansion of the agrarian republic also relied on a particular
worldview regarding mobility and race. Though American expansion depended on white
movement, whites viewed the ultimate goal as settlement and permanency. Constant mobility
was the realm of primitive nonwhite peoples in the minds of white Americans. Permanent
settlement brought stability and progress, according to the American world view. This system of
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settlement, however, relied on the removal of native peoples and the subjugation of Africans.
This American settler colonial vision, then, suffused the fledgling nation from its inception.14
Due to the white American obsession with expansion and settler colonialism, Spain and
the United States became embroiled in a number of disputes over borders, territory, and
authority, creating a tense borderland for the residents in and around Florida. The first snag
concerned the southernmost boundary of the United States and the northern border of Florida.
Known as the West Florida Controversy, the disagreement arose when Spain balked at the
treaty’s designation of the 31st parallel as the northern boundary of the West Florida province,
insisting that the historical boundary lay at the 32° 22` line. Pinckney’s Treaty of 1795 resolved
the dispute in favor of the United States and imposed the 31° boundary.15 Tensions flared again
in 1803 following the Louisiana Purchase, when the United States claimed a large portion of
West Florida as part of the recent transaction with France. Spain again protested, stating that they
owned the contested land between the Mississippi and Perdido Rivers. Although Spain attempted
to stave off the American annexation of the territory, the United States eventually controlled the
Mississippi-Perdido area by 1812.16
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The War of 1812 intensified American greed for Florida land and raised the stakes of
American pursuit of the peninsula. Spain’s alliance with Great Britain during the Napoleonic
Wars raised the specter of invasion to various American politicians, including President James
Madison. American tensions with Britain over supposed maritime violations reached fever pitch
during Thomas Jefferson’s second term in office, and Madison inherited these problems upon
assuming the presidency in 1809. According to historian James G. Cusick, Madison quaked at
the possible threat of Britain invading the United States via the “back door” of Spanish Florida.17
The potential fragility of the young nation’s security pushed Madison and other War Hawks
within the Democratic-Republican party to action. Madison thus began surreptitiously courting
ideas on how to incorporate Florida as an American territory.
Madison’s concerns over the security of the southern border, however, were not the only
ones at play in the minds of Americans, especially those residing in the expanding South. Settlers
near the Georgia-Florida border accelerated the plot that would eventually cause military conflict
between Spain and the United States during the War of 1812. Southern planters and farmers,
especially those in Georgia, objected to various actions by the colonial government in Florida
that often revolved around issues of land, race, and authority.
First, white Americans, especially those in the South, coveted the lands held by the
Spanish and resented the preferential distribution of those lands. Spain’s policy of granting vast
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tracts of land to government officials, powerful Spanish citizens, or wealthy foreigners willing to
pledge fealty to the crown directly countered the supposedly orderly nature of land dispensation
in the United States.18 In addition, land hungry settlers balked at the neglect of many of the
grantees. Don Fernando de la Maza Arredondo, for example, possessed a land grant of almost
300,000 acres in the north central portion of East Florida near modern-day Alachua.19
Arredondo, however, did not attempt to develop that land until 1821 because he reaped
substantial profits from various other land holdings and trading ventures throughout the Spanish
colony.20 The lands of John Houston McIntosh, a Georgian by birth, also saw little cultivation.
Eventual Florida resident Harriet Beecher Stowe surmised that, of McIntosh’s 9,000 acres on the
St. Johns River, only “five hundred ever were cleared, and subject to cultivation.” Although
Stowe came to Florida almost a century after McIntosh, she accurately deduced that it was not
the promise of full cultivation that drove men like McIntosh and Arredondo to accept these land
grants. Instead, Stowe called it a “sort of pride of territory that animated these old aboriginal
planters” to acquire staggering amounts of land.21 The title to Spanish land grants signaled a
choice position within the territorial elite. The lands could also be held for future resale, a
process that became more prevalent after American annexation. The wealthy individuals who
held massive grants of land often felt no need to immediately develop them because they had
various other financial interests in the colony that reaped substantial profits. Indeed, the town of
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Fernandina on Amelia Island held the most concentrated wealth in Spanish East Florida due to
thriving port trade.22 During the embargo period prior to the War of 1812, Spanish merchants
made fortunes by smuggling goods into the United States from ports like Fernandina. Beyond the
trade in natural resources like timber or Sea Island cotton, wealthy Florida traders also reaped
enormous profits from the Atlantic slave trade, especially after the United States banned the
trade in 1808. Fernandina became a “major base of operations” for the continued trade in human
beings for American buyers.23 Wealthy merchants only occasionally deposited the profits from
trade back into their land holdings, which they strictly situated along the waterways of the
peninsula, especially along the St. Johns, St. Mary’s, and Nassau rivers in the northeast. Besides
the port cities of Fernandina and St. Augustine in East Florida, and Pensacola in West Florida,
Spanish Florida was a predominately rural area punctuated by “a scattering of forts, cotton and
rice plantations, citrus groves, farms, cattle-ranching operations, sawmills, and lumber camps.”24
The society and culture of Spanish Florida existed in the cities; cultivating and developing the
interior made little sense.25 On the whole, Spanish Florida was a colony of tremendous land and
untold potential wealth with very few colonists to actualize the development of that land. As
Cusick aptly states, Florida was “rich in land but poor in inhabitants.”26 In order to increase the
population of the colony, the Spanish government did not limit the generous terms for land to
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Spanish citizens. Various foreign businessmen willingly dealt with the colonial government for
the chance to reap wealth from the Florida resources. John Houston McIntosh benefitted from
various grants of land received in 1803, allowing him to amass not only land but also “slaves and
money on his cotton plantations.”27 Zephaniah Kingsley, a prolific English slave trader and
Caribbean merchant, also pledged fealty to the crown in 1803. Shortly thereafter he established a
sprawling plantation, Laurel Grove, on Fort George Island at the mouth of the St. Johns River. 28
Spain’s land grant program, then, benefitted enterprising families and businesses that possessed
ready capital to develop the vulnerable Florida colony.
The seemingly untapped potential of Spanish Florida irritated white Americans of various
backgrounds, especially those residing in the expanding slave South. The Spanish land grant
system predictably offended the sensibilities of men and women who eagerly imbibed the
message of Jeffersonian Republicanism. The agrarian republic promised prosperity in exchange
for hard work, ingenuity, and mastery of the landscape. Dispensing land based on patronage,
nepotism, and favoritism stood in extreme contrast to the supposedly merit based ethos of
Thomas Jefferson’s vision. Ironically, though, Southerners also depended on land lotteries and
the favorable dispensation of land. Indeed, white southerners benefitted from the government’s
theft of Indian lands. Land sale corruption also existed in the form of speculation, which favored
corporations and individuals eager to make a profit off of first-time buyers. The Yazoo Act in
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Georgia, for example, sold valuable Indian lands to wealthy speculators and friends of Georgia
legislators.29 Landless whites or upstarts looking for affordable land were at the mercy of
unscrupulous speculators seeking profit. In the case of both colonial land grants and speculation,
then, many landless white or small-scale farmers looking to increase acreage came up against a
system seemingly stacked against them. Preferential dispensation of land signaled a system of
control over the landscape, one which many white southerners wished to use to their own
advantage.
The similarities between Spanish colonial land grants and American land policies
notwithstanding, southern whites continued to castigate the Spanish example of development. As
one newspaper stated, the “small population and agricultural deficiencies” of Spanish colonies
all but ensured that they “must in time fall under the dominion of the American States.”30 White
Georgians especially chafed at the Spanish presence to their immediate south. The population of
that state doubled between 1790 and 1800 and grew by another 100,000 by 1810.31 Many of
these immigrants hailed from older slave states like Virginia and the Carolinas, places that also
experienced a shortage of land. Indeed, Joyce Appleby states that nearly “two-thirds of the
landless white men of Virginia” moved southwest in the 1790s in search of available land.32
With such an influx of white men looking for land, Georgia resorted to land lotteries to dispense
government lands, many of which were stolen from or ceded by the Cherokee or Creek Indians.
The increasing scarcity of land led to “incessant incursions of settlers from Georgia onto lands
south and west of the state.” These settlers included elites like McIntosh but also “backcountry
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settlers” who resented elites and land speculators that gobbled up land taken from native tribes.33
Such upstart settlers sometimes included Revolutionary war veterans who felt that the federal
government owed them land for their service. One group of disaffected men went so far as to
invade the Indian Country near Georgia and establish their own Trans-Oconee Republic. In one
pro-Trans-Oconee editorial, a Georgia writer heralded “those intrepid heroes” of the Revolution
and agreed that their “spoils of war” had been “ceded” to native peoples.34 Even after the demise
of the rebellious republic, Georgia politicians feared that the punishment of the rebels would
offend potential militia volunteers, as many of them “think of getting more land than to defend
the ground they are in possession of.”35 The role of the cotton boom in the clamor for available
land also cannot be overstated. After the 1793 invention of the cotton gin and the advances in
textile processing, cotton became cheaper to produce and more lucrative as a commodity. As
historian Daniel Walker Howe states, the rise of cotton “became a driving force in expanding and
transforming the economy not only of the South but of the United States as a whole.”36 The
cotton revolution precipitated an exodus of settlers from the old slave states to the new cotton
territories, thus making the land issue in Georgia and the southwest even more volatile. The
massive southwestward migration engendered by the cotton boom made the annexation of
Florida an increasingly pressing concern and drove many white Americans to bitterly resent the
example of Spanish indulgence.
The porous border between the southern slave states and Spanish Florida also deeply
angered white southerners because it facilitated the movement of people that whites considered
threatening to the slave system, including Seminoles, Creeks, and free people of African descent.
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The region’s growing plantation society, founded upon enslaved black labor and the subjugation
of native peoples, bristled at the seeming racial lawlessness that abounded in Spanish Florida. In
order to solidify American racial slavery in these areas the United States had to resolve the threat
of Spanish Florida, according to historian Walter Johnson.37 Florida gained a reputation as a
haven for runaway African slaves in the late American colonial period. The Spanish government
instituted a policy of manumission for any African slave who escaped to the Florida colony. The
policy struck a decisive blow at the stability of the British colonies of Georgia and the Carolinas.
Although Spain discontinued the practice shortly after American independence, Florida remained
a common destination for African slaves escaping white control and for free blacks.38 The stark
differences between American and Spanish racial systems rested on the religious basis of
Spanish society. As a Catholic nation, Spain viewed membership in the church as a qualification
of citizenship. The taking of sacraments, then, shielded Africans from many of the abuses that
took place just north of Florida’s border.39 Spanish policies regarding enslaved African men and
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women also offended the racial sensibilities of white Georgians. Slaves in Spanish colonies
possessed significantly more rights than slaves in America, including the ability to sue one’s
owner for improper treatment and to “negotiate for manumission.”40 American slaveowners
considered the alleged leniency of Spanish slavery a direct threat to the strict racial codes the
region strove to establish. John Houston McIntosh prophesied that such laxity would encourage
insurrection and “the horrors of St. Domingo [to come] into [the] Southern country.”41 The
Spanish policy of arming free black citizens, however, posed the biggest threat to America’s
slave societies. Indeed, because Florida did not possess the adequate number of European
colonists to satisfy the needs of militias, the colonial government readily armed free people of
color. Georgians recoiled at the presence of armed Africans in such close proximity to their state,
owing principally to the belief that armed black citizens would “bring about a revolt of the black
population of the United States,” according to McIntosh.42 In sum, southern whites feared that
supposedly lax control over people of African descent posed an unspeakable menace to their
white settler colonial society.
Finally, the presence of various powerful Indian groups alarmed Americans living near
the border with Spanish Florida. Not only did native landholdings raise the ire of land hungry
white Americans, but the significant sway that both Creek and Seminole Indians held in regional
trade networks also angered white southerners eager to gain complete control over the economic
destiny of the south. In many other areas of the country, native groups sometimes lost significant
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control over their self-determination after the American Revolution due to the cessation of playoff style politics. Without multiple strong European colonial presences, American Indians were
often forced to treat solely with the United States, ultimately leading to one-sided agreements
that favored American interests. This turn of events dominated in various parts of the country.
Greg O’Brien’s work on the Mississippi Choctaws demonstrates that although the Choctaws
attempted to impose their own form of trade agreements on American officials, the loss of
British presence in the South after 1783 significantly impacted their autonomy at the bargaining
table. In addition, Alan Taylor’s research on the Iroquois Nation shows that post-war geopolitical
realities, rather than the Revolutionary War itself, led to the diminished power of the Iroquois
Confederacy. Though the Iroquois could still treat with British Canada, neither Britain nor the
United States were eager to offer more concessions regarding trade or land due to their own
concerns about the balance of power in the region.43 In the Florida-Georgia borderlands,
however, Creeks and Seminoles could still use heightened Spanish and American competition,
and increasing tensions with the British, to their advantage, especially in land dealings and trade
agreements. As Cusick details in his extensive comparison of Georgia and Spanish societies,
native groups consistently preferred the “lax hand of the [Spanish] crown,” leading to an alliance
that “worked to Georgia’s detriment.”44
Georgians not only feared the economic power of Creeks and Seminoles but also their
ability to raid the border. White Georgians found this especially appalling due to the likelihood
of a biracial war party. The specter of black-Indian depredations against white households bred a
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continuous state of crisis along the Georgia-Florida border. Creek and Seminole settlements
frequently incorporated runaway slaves into their societies, especially in the wake of warfare or
disease when their numbers were depleted. As mentioned earlier, however, the slavery that
existed in these societies differed considerably from American racial slavery. Slaves owned by
the Seminoles, for example, “uniformly testify to the kind treatment they receive from their
Indian masters, who are indulgent, and require but little labour from them. They dress and live
pretty much like the Indians.”45 Kevin D. Kokomoor’s research even suggests that the racial
slavery that existed among the Seminoles may have been a status in name only. Instead,
Seminoles incorporated African peoples into existing native concepts of work, society, and
culture.46 The combination of native and African peoples fomented the worst anxieties in the
minds of white Georgians. John Floyd, a Camden County resident and commander of the state
militia, vowed that the cohabitation of black and Seminole peoples represented “an important
evil growing under [the] patronage of the Indians.”47 According to Georgians, these groups of
blacks and Indians could stage slave insurrections along the border. There were also rumors that
Spanish authorities would pay Indian raiders $10 per white scalp.48 Even Seminole raids that
occurred in Spanish St. Augustine caused “a good deal of uneasiness to [Georgia’s] southern
frontier.”49 White anxiety also rested on the mobility of Indians and their black counterparts.
Georgians balked at the ease with which Seminole Indians were allowed to move through
Spanish settlements. A resident of Milledgeville, Georgia appeared shocked that Indians in St.
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Augustine were allowed to “pass and repass freely” despite an increasingly tense military
situation in the area at the time. Numerous reports also reference the seeming rapidity with which
Seminole bands could raid the frontier without being detected moving through the landscape.
White observers also marveled at their ability to take refuge in an undeveloped and seemingly
inhospitable landscape. The Florida borderland, then, existed in part due to the physical mobility
of nonwhite peoples and the potential that nonwhite mobility had to upset white systems of
power.
White Americans living in Florida echoed the sentiments of their Georgia counterparts.
Indeed, white Americans sometimes lived in Spanish Florida and benefitted from Spain’s
desperation for colonists. John Houston McIntosh, a Georgia-born Florida planter, was as stated
above, a major opponent of Spanish racial policies. He despised the laxity with which the
colonial officials approached Indians and Africans. Other white-American Floridians objected to
Spain’s negligent approach to these groups. In 1810, a group of West Florida planters hailing
from the United States and operating in Baton Rouge sent a list of grievances to the Spanish
government. Among the chief objections of the American planters was that “the country is a
place of refuge for the deserters and fugitives from justice of the neighboring states and
territories,” no doubt referencing escaped slaves from places like Georgia and the Carolinas. The
planters also lamented that “men of character and fortune are prohibited from settling among us,”
ultimately leading to “a population” the subscribers viewed as “dangerous to the peace and safety
of the country.”50
White Americans desired to be rid of the borderland that existed between their agrarian
republic and Spanish Florida. They wished to dissolve the national borders between the United
States and Spain, but they also wanted to firmly establish a racial system based on racialized
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understandings of movement that would properly keep nonwhites in their designated places.
Settler colonialism emerged as the ultimate tool by which white Americans could achieve their
goals. Though American observers agreed that bringing Florida lands under “the dominion of the
orchard, the scythe, or the plough” would be difficult, white men were also confident of their
ability to do so.51 The American vision of cultivation, however, necessitated permanent
settlement. White Americans, then, began to design excursions into Spanish Florida that would
remove the Spanish and the Seminoles from coveted lands and make way for American
settlers.52 Settling whites was merely one facet, however, of the settler colonial vision in Florida.
Settler colonialism could not function in Florida without the restriction of nonwhite movement.
In their frequent complaints regarding nonwhites, white Americans decried the ability of black
and Seminole people to move freely in the Florida landscape. They used nonwhite movement to
justify incursion into Spanish lands. From 1812 to 1819, white Americans attempted to disrupt
Spanish Florida and establish a white settler colonial society, one in which the restriction of
nonwhite movement took on central importance. The Patriot War, the attack on the “Negro
Fort,” and the First Seminole War showcase what Walter Johnson referred to as “the strategic
intertwining of defending the [American] borders, pacifying the native population, and shoring
up the foundation of racial slavery.”53
American Excursions in Spanish Florida
The various tensions over land, race, and mobility grew to untenable proportions in the
minds of white southerners by 1811. In that year a group of dissatisfied white settlers in Georgia
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and Florida began to plan a military filibustering mission against Spanish interests in East
Florida. These men, self-styled “Patriots,” tried to annex Spanish Florida for the United States
and impose their own system of land distribution and racial control. Their agenda aligned with
prevailing ideas about white settler colonialism, because it rested primarily on white
landownership, native removal, and black subjugation. The Patriot War, as their excursion came
to be known, was a stark flashpoint in the long standing white American crusade against Spanish
Florida and would accelerate American designs to control the Florida peninsula.
The Patriot War grew largely from the efforts of George Mathews. Mathews, former
governor of Georgia, met with President James Madison in January 1811 to discuss a possible
military expedition into Spanish Florida. Mathews insisted that American citizens and other
residents of East Florida welcomed annexation by the United States Mathews cited
correspondence with powerful Florida planters, such as John Houston McIntosh and Don
Arredondo, to prove that residents of East Florida were dissatisfied with the status quo. Mathews
assured Madison that once the Patriots occupied East Florida they would establish a provisional
government and then cede the territory to the United States. 54 Mathews also appealed to the
issue of national security in order to sway Madison’s opinion. Indeed, Americans in the midAtlantic and northeastern states initially saw Florida not as a future paradise for white settlement
but as a potential security liability. Papers from New York and Washington, D.C. consistently
railed against the potential dangers of Spanish Florida to American security and commerce. Due
to its proximity to the Mississippi, the Western territories, and the Gulf of Mexico, Spain could
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decide “at pleasure [to] obstruct that portion of our commerce which must necessarily be wafted
down the Mobile.” In fact, some critics alleged that Florida was more valuable to the nation’s
security than Louisiana. “Should Bonaparte conquer England,” one paper warned, “we will
immediately be sensible of our danger!”55 Madison and the United States Congress agreed with
Mathews that Spanish Florida constituted a threat to national prosperity and security. They gave
Mathews their secret support, and the group of Patriots invaded East Florida in March of 1812.
Despite the appeals to national security, commerce, and protection of American
sympathizers, Mathews’ Patriot mission rested squarely on the tenets of white settler
colonialism: white landownership and the control of nonwhite movement. Mathews tipped his
hand when he used these issues to populate his Patriot army with white Georgians. As discussed
above, white Georgians of various backgrounds desired to rid the peninsula of Spanish influence
and impose white settler colonialism on the landscape. Many white Georgians who needed land
to start their agricultural ventures looked to Florida as a practically virgin land mismanaged by
the Spanish. Georgia slaveowners also viewed it as a lawless mire that sheltered runaway slaves
bent on toppling the southern slave system. Mathews appealed to both sets of white men to build
his Patriot army. In doing so, Mathews and the Patriots betrayed the expansionist foundations of
the American mission. In order to recruit volunteers, Mathews promised 50 acres of land and
“the guarantee of […] religion and property” to any white Georgian in exchange for service in
the filibuster.56 “Property” in the minds of these men no doubt also referred to the human
property of enslaved Africans. Indeed, white Georgians had virtually thrown themselves into
American racial slavery by this period and demanded the protection of their enslaved property.
Mathews all too eagerly obliged. In his Patriot constitution, Mathews pleaded for more American
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support for his mission due to the potential threat of runaway slaves in Florida. He vowed that if
the situation in Spanish Florida persisted it would “introduce the horrors of St. Domingo into
[the] southern country” of the United States. Mathews also castigated the Spanish for “[stirring]
up savages” so close to the Georgia border. 57 Mathews’ assessments of Spanish rule signaled
that the new Patriot government would not tolerate such actions on the part of nonwhites. White
American tenure in Florida would institute a system of control to surveil and eventually eradicate
unauthorized nonwhite movement. The lawless nature of Spanish Florida that allowed nonwhite
groups to freely roam within the Florida landscape would be replaced by a regime that viewed
nonwhite freedom as inherently harmful. In Mathews’ approach to the Patriot War, then, the
intersection of movement, race, and access to resources is clear. Men like Mathews, however,
believed they could easily resolve the issues of the borderland. They would erase the borderland
and impose a quintessentially American system of settler colonialism that prized white
settlement and the control of nonwhite movement.
Other white Americans clearly understood the expansionist and racial aims of the Patriot
War but offered differing views on the filibuster. Federalists hailing from northern commercial
centers grew alarmed by the Patriot War and the potential damage it could inflict on the United
States’ reputation. One Boston newspaper questioned the morality of the expedition because it
“takes advantage of a Spain invaded by Napoleon’s armies [in order] to seize territory.”58
Southern legislators and officials, however, heralded the excursion as a morally upstanding
decision. Henry Clay used various Spanish transgressions as ammunition for his support,
especially Spain’s negligence in returning runaway slaves. In regard to securing West Florida,
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Clay also charged that Madison “would have been criminally inattentive to the nearest interests
of his country” had he not given support to that territory’s annexation.59
The Patriot War did not last long. Madison reeled from the diplomatic fallout of the
conflict and the ensuing war with Great Britain. He pulled support from the filibuster and
recalled Mathews. The Patriot mission, though unsuccessful, still left a lasting legacy on the
history of Florida. It clearly signaled the primary motivations that drove white Americans to the
Florida borderlands: land and the control of nonwhite movement. Americans placed themselves
in Florida via appeals to these two issues. Though the Patriot War did not achieve its ultimate
goal, namely the imposition of a white American settler colonial society, white American men
continued to rail against the specter of Spanish Florida and the lawless borderland peopled with
unsurveilled nonwhite peoples.
The issue of mobile, empowered black men and women in Florida predictably still vexed
those Americans invested in the growing slave economy of the South after the failed Patriot War.
The further expansion of American interests into Alabama and Mississippi made the free black
presence in Florida even more of a liability. The end of the Creek Civil War in Alabama in 1814
opened up significant acreage for white development due to a land cession from the Americanbacked Lower Creeks. Many hostile Upper Creeks, or Red Sticks, left Alabama and headed
south to Florida, augmenting the Seminole population there and aggravating an already tense
border.60 Before Jackson led an explosive American victory against the British at the Battle of
New Orleans, he ended the Creek Civil War by decimating a Red Stick force of 1200 at the
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Battle of Horseshoe Bend.61 The cleansing of the native presence from Alabama allowed for the
expansion of the plantation economy into the territory and the distinct racial ideology that
bolstered it. The same process occurred in Mississippi as well. As historian Walter Johnson
demonstrates in River of Dark Dreams, the development of the lower Mississippi region “came
very quickly to depend on the expansion of black slavery,” which could only be accomplished
through the “racial pacification” of native peoples and people of African descent.62 The
importance of Florida to these processes cannot be overstated. Men like Andrew Jackson and
James Madison understood that the pacification of Alabama and Mississippi could only be
accomplished by also pacifying Spanish Florida and the nonwhite populations that freely called
it home. As one Georgia newspaper prophesied three years earlier, “it may reasonably be
calculated, that one million of American citizens (to say nothing of those, who live on the waters
of the Mississippi) will find the [American] possession of Florida essential to their happiness.”63
To effect the pacification of Florida, the United States government authorized another
military excursion into the Spanish colony under the veil of national security. During the War of
1812, the British erected a fort on the Apalachicola River in West Florida. Originally intended as
a depot for artillery and to dispense aid to surrounding Seminole Indians, the fort became a
“gathering place” for local runaway slaves and Seminoles after the war. Men, women, and
children congregated at the fort, and it soon became a beacon for enslaved people in Georgia and
Alabama. The so-called Negro Fort rankled the white populations of Georgia and Alabama, and
they pleaded for federal intervention. Secretary of War William Crawford authorized Andrew
Jackson to remove the threat of the Negro Fort. In his letter to Jackson, Crawford bemoaned the
“secret practices to inveigle negroes from the frontiers of Georgia” at the fort. Crawford plainly
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articulated the potential threat of such a “state of things,” avowing that the continued existence of
the fort would “produce much injury to the neighboring settlements, and excite irritations which
may ultimately endanger the peace of the nation.”64 Indeed, Crawford explicitly linked the
presence of free blacks to the continued security of not only the border with Florida but also the
nation as a whole. The prospect of black men and women freely claiming space, especially space
with martial implications, threatened the underlying foundations of American society.
Crawford, trying to stave off Jackson’s impetuous nature, reminded the general that the
fort, although a threat to American interests, still remained in Spanish territory. The diplomatic
consequences mattered little to Jackson, who delegated the planning of the campaign to General
Edmund Pendleton Gaines. Gaines understood the importance of the campaign to the stability of
American development in Alabama and Mississippi. In a correspondence to Jackson, he
surmised that the continued presence of the Negro Fort would “likely produce much evil among
the blacks of Georgia, and the eastern part of the Mississippi territory.”65 Gaines devised a
shrewd plan to dispatch the threat of the Negro Fort. He sent Colonel Duncan Lamont Clinch to
build another fort, Fort Scott, on the Flint River in United States territory. The newly constructed
American fort would have to be supplied from New Orleans, necessitating a trip up the
Apalachicola and directly past the Negro Fort. The attempt to goad the residents of the fort into
attacking first only succeeded, however, after Clinch ordered two gunboats anchored in front of
the fortification.66 The gunboats took no damage, but they retaliated with a heavy barrage of
artillery, including a “hot shot” cannon ball which detonated the fort’s powder magazine,
instantly killing approximately 250 men, women, and children within the fort. Despite knowing
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that runaway slaves comprised most of the population of the fort, Clinch justified the carnage by
blaming the “blood-thirsty and murderous” Indians that he claimed “defended the fort.”67
Clinch’s statement ultimately betrayed his beliefs about the inferiority of African peoples,
their reliance on native assistance, and the need to calm fears of black insurrection in the slave
South. Clinch would never admit that African men also ably defended the fort. This narrative
may have played directly to existing white fears about the two groups. First, it accentuated
stereotypes of Native Americans and the need to completely remove them. Second, it actually
may have eased fears about the continued use of African peoples as a labor supply. Indeed,
Clinch owned slaves and grew entrenched in the burgeoning slave society of the southern states.
He understood the pervasive fears about slave insurrection. By positing that African peoples
relied on native assistance, he attempted to downplay the ability of Africans to rise up by
themselves. Clinch’s narrative of the destruction of the fort, then, actually underscored the main
assumptions of American settler colonialism. The profound violence of the American response to
the fort had the desired effect of racially pacifying the area. Both Seminoles and blacks fled to
the relative safety of the Suwannee River, leaving an eerie calm along the frontier.
Jackson’s men destroyed the Negro Fort, but the general still bitterly resented the Spanish
and nonwhite presence in Florida. As long as Spain continued to allow Seminole and black
peoples to move freely throughout the peninsula, white Americans would see the Spanish colony
as a direct threat to American power. Removing the Spanish and imposing a white settler
colonial system seemed the only way to control the borderland once and for all. White settlers in
Georgia and Alabama, however, bided their time by trading violence with the Seminole and
Creek Indians in Florida. Indeed, if they could not secure the white settler colonial mission under
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the auspices of the American flag they would at least attempt to control the borderland in a
piecemeal fashion.
The exchange of depredations during this period resulted from three main causes. First,
white settlers freely moved onto land and used resources that traditionally belonged to native
groups. The two cultures shared vastly different views of land ownership and the responsible use
of resources. For native peoples, unoccupied land simply meant that it “belonged either to the
Great Spirit or to no one at all.” 68 White Americans, of course, did not share this perspective,
arguing instead that unoccupied land was merely readily available for permanent white
settlement. The claims to Indian land came most vociferously from landless or enterprising
whites who viewed landownership as their only means to obtain self-sufficiency and mastery,
especially as the southern plantation system grew during the early nineteenth century.
Individuals or families looking to establish a lucrative cash crop business found the supposed
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waste of Indian lands a direct threat to their well-being. Foundational to such ideas about land
and power was also an assumption about the connections between movement and whiteness.
Whiteness allowed both the ability to move freely into a borderland but also the power to then
become settled on that land. The act of tying oneself permanently to a place one has claimed
could only be open to white Americans. Fixity of place, then, was highly desired by whites.
Whites viewed communal Indian land and the mobility of Indian bands of lesser importance than
their own fixity of place; therefore, their lands were ripe for the taking.
Cattle emerged as the second most important issue that caused depredations between
American settlers and Indian populations. South Georgia and North Florida furnished an
abundance of good grazing land. The Seminoles in particular relied heavily upon cattle for their
livelihoods, especially those bands living in the Alachua Prairie.69 White settlers, however,
frequently made off with Seminole branded cattle, forcing the Seminoles to either attempt to
bring their cattle back or steal white-owned cattle to recoup their losses. Neamathla, the chief of
a Mikasuki band of Seminole Indians, implored General Gaines to resolve the cattle dispute as
cattle theft usually precipitated increased violence. Neamathla stated in 1817 that “[the] white
people have carried all the red people’s cattle off,” despite the fact that Neamathla’s people “let
white people alone and stay on this side of the river; […] but the white people still continue to
carry off their cattle.” When he asked a white man about how to go about seeking justice, the
white man responded to Neamathla that he “must go to the head man of the white people, and
complain. [Neamathla] did so, and there was no white head man, and there was no law in this
case.” Neamathla’s frustration at the lack of a “head man” may signal a number of realities about
white and native interaction in the borderlands. It could be that the diffuse nature of federal
power in the territory made it impossible to seek enforcement of the laws. Indeed, territorial
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Florida marked the extreme periphery of the nation during this time, especially in the very
nascent period of the formation of the federal state. It could also be the case that the white settler
intended to misinform Neamathla about the existence of a central powerful individual who could
resolve such disputes. Regardless, the lack of justice for stolen property frustrated Neamathla,
because “the whites first begun [stealing cattle], and there is nothing said about that, but great
complaint made about what the Indians do.”70 Neamathla identified what he considered a double
standard in the punishment of whites for stolen Indian property versus the treatment meted out to
native people for the same crimes. Again, the cattle issue raised important connotations with
race, access to resources, and the ability of native peoples to use American power structures to
enforce equity in the borderlands. Once more, whiteness afforded nearly immediate access to
resources and state power.
Theft of slaves accounted for the third tension between Seminole Indians and white
settlers. As noted above, the Seminoles practiced racial slavery, as did many southeastern tribes.
In their attempts to assimilate to white culture to avoid removal, some Indians began
accumulating land and slaves to shield themselves from white claims of “barbarism.”71 The
Seminoles, however, often accumulated slaves as symbols of prestige to impress British and
Spanish dignitaries or to augment the number of working members of the tribe. White Americans
feared not only the relative laxity with which Seminoles approached black slavery but also the
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tendency of Seminole bands to incorporate runaway slaves into their society. Whites frequently
accused the Seminoles of hiding escaped slaves as the 1810s ground on. Although influential
Seminole leader Tukose Emathla once strenuously refuted the “story that our people [the
Seminoles] hide the runaway negroes from their masters,” it was indeed the case that Seminole
bands frequently accepted runaways into their communities. 72 The frequent intermingling of
Seminoles and blacks resulted in the creation of a distinct population of people referred to as the
Black Seminoles. These men and women, either the result of intermarriage or merely black men
and women who identified with Seminole identity, became crucial, but not always equal,
members of the tribe, especially in future conflicts with the United States.73 Overall, the
relationship between Seminoles and Africans struck a symbolic blow against the ideology
undergirding the growing slave societies that existed in the American South. Black men and
women, enslaved and free, had ready access to space, resources, and physical freedom within
Seminole society.
The issues of land, cattle theft, and slaves supply an interesting lens through which to
assess white views on proper use of resources and access to space. White politicians and army
officials frequently cited the supposedly uncivilized nature of native groups as the prime reason
natives should either assimilate or cede profitable land to civilized Americans. Part of the
rationale for the “savage” nature of native peoples lay in their use of land and resources. White
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Americans still linked Indian tribes to a nomadic way of life. While many North American tribes
continued to follow various game such as deer, beaver, or buffalo for either food or hides, settled
villages and social centers were integral to the lives of native peoples. Establishing influential
capitals or towns became especially crucial for centralized tribes like the Creek and Cherokee
nations. Villages performed a number of important functions, including facilitating the creation
of community identities, forging political consensus, and building strong trade networks. Most
importantly, however, the establishment of settlements also allowed for the proliferation of stable
agriculture and animal husbandry, especially for the Seminoles of Florida.74 Seminole women
farmed various crops, including squash, pumpkins, coontie root, corn, and cabbage. They
performed the valuable agricultural labor that allowed villages to thrive. African slaves also
aided in the maintenance of stable agriculture by farming fields either in the Seminole village or
in a separately established black community. Animal husbandry, especially in the form of cattle,
encompassed yet another integral facet of Seminole agriculture. Like white Americans, Seminole
Indians relied on cattle as a food source and as pack animals, but they were also valuable for
trading purposes. Indeed, Seminole reliance on stable agriculture and animal husbandry betrayed
the ideological fallacies that Americans used to deny native peoples the right to their land.
American land seekers cared little whether or not native peoples conformed to white American
ideas about land use and movement. White settlers merely desired land, slaves, and the potential
wealth to be gained from both.
As social conditions in the borderland deteriorated, Jackson patiently bided his time,
waiting for a conflict to emerge that would necessitate military intervention. Neamathla and
Jackson’s underling Edmund Gaines obliged Old Hickory. In a show of sovereignty, Neamathla
forbade Gaines’ men at Fort Scott from cutting timber near Neamathla’s settlement of Fowltown
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on the east side of the Flint River in Georgia. Gaines repaid Neamathla’s supposed antagonism
with force, destroying Fowltown on November 22, 1817. Neamathla’s warriors retaliated by
killing Lieutenant R.W. Scott, approximately thirty-four of his men, and a handful of civilians
aboard Scott’s supply convoy. The First Seminole War had begun.75
Jackson embarked on a three-month invasion of Spanish Florida, despite orders from
Secretary of War John C. Calhoun to exercise caution on Spanish soil. Jackson’s mission,
according to Calhoun, involved chastising the Seminoles and their black allies, not overthrowing
Spanish rule. For a southern slaveholder like Jackson, however, the two issues were intricately
interwoven. Removing or dispersing the hostile Indians was futile if Spain still held the territory
and impeded American settler colonialism in the area. In addition, continued Spanish tenure in
Florida all but guaranteed that Indian and black freedom would continue unchecked. Racially
pacifying the Florida peninsula was only worthwhile if the United States could also possess the
territory outright and start settling white families on the land. Jackson knew that President James
Monroe would at least agree in principle. Jackson wrote the president promising that, if Monroe
so chose, Florida could be conquered in sixty days. Monroe, fearing both the diplomatic fallout
and the ire of Jackson, chose not to respond.76
Jackson made quick work of his goals of punishing the Seminoles and weakening
Spanish control of Florida. He ravaged major Seminole towns on Lake Miccosukee and along
the Suwannee River, further dispersing the Seminoles into the interior of the peninsula.
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Dismantling important Seminole settlements had the dual benefit of netting Jackson substantial
numbers of Seminole-owned slaves and free black Seminoles as well.77 He also took the city of
St. Marks and the West Florida capital of Pensacola without firing a shot. Despite the rapidity of
Jackson’s foray into Florida, he experienced significant problems with supplies and knowledge
of the landscape. Jackson’s initial entrance into Florida almost foundered due to supply issues.
The alternative plan of living off the land nearly led to starvation.78 Raiding Seminole towns
eventually staved off the hunger of Jackson’s men. Toward the end of the war, Jackson and his
men also found themselves lost in the Florida wilderness on their way to Pensacola from St.
Marks. These issues of supplies and poor knowledge of the landscape continued to plague the
United States military throughout the nineteenth century. A lack of preparedness characterized
various American excursions in Florida, further emphasizing the arrogance of American designs
on the peninsula. Indeed, American desires for Florida rested upon a fervent belief in white
success rather than on concrete awareness of the landscape and knowledge of how to move
successfully through its various environments.
Jackson returned to his Hermitage home in Nashville in late May 1818 and left the
political fallout of the First Seminole War for Monroe and Secretary of State John Quincy
Adams. Adams found Jackson’s excursion especially vexing. Adams and Spanish minister Don
Luis de Onís had recently begun negotiations regarding Spain’s continued presence in Florida
and a possible treaty ceding the territory to the United States. Although various Spanish officials
condemned American actions in the First Seminole War, negotiations between the United States
and Spain continued despite the brief impasse. The result of the negotiations comprised the
Adams-Onís Treaty of 1819, which officially took effect in 1821. The treaty ceded East and
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West Florida to the United States provided the United States relinquished claims to Texas and
paid $5 million in restitution to Spanish subjects in the territory. The First Seminole War
arguably forced the Spanish crown’s hand in letting go of the Florida colony. Over three decades
of disputes over borders, authority, and various American forays into the peninsula convinced
Spain that further maintenance of the colony was untenable. A multitude of personalities and
interests in the United States would not rest until Florida came under American control.
Conclusion
The decade prior to the cession of the Floridas involved a great deal of conflict between
the United States, representatives of the Spanish Crown, and the nonwhite peoples who
populated the peninsula. Much of this conflict was instigated by individual white men who
wished to impose a new social and economic system on the peninsula. White Americans desired
to impose a settler colonial system on Spanish Florida. This system would settle white families,
eradicate unauthorized nonwhite movement, and erase the borderlands in favor of complete
American control. The men who waged the quasi wars and filibusters proudly shouted their
intentions for the territory and their white supremacist justifications for land and control. One
such man was Andrew Jackson. In November of 1821, Jackson, then military governor of the
new Territory of Florida, proclaimed himself “happy to find that peace, order, and tranquility”
reigned in Florida.79 Jackson confided to his friend George Walton that he had “the prosperity of
the Floridas much at heart.” 80 Indeed, Jackson considered the acquisition of Florida
“necessary…to the best interests of the Union.”81 Like other ardent expansionists, especially
those in the slaveholding South, Jackson considered settler colonialism the best interests of the
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Union. It allowed white families to permanently settle new land, removed barbarous native
peoples, and enslaved black families, thus continuing the expansion of the agrarian republic.
The peace and tranquility of the cession, however, would be short lived. Indeed, the
making of the settler colonial system in Florida required a great deal of work and created
substantial chaos. Territorial Florida was, in fact, still a borderland. The borders between white
settlement and Indian lands still existed. More importantly, however, the temporal borders
between the Old Spanish Florida and the New Americanized Florida still remained. This abstract
border existed due to the mobility and agency of nonwhite peoples who resisted white settler
colonialism. White Floridians threw themselves into the process of cementing their settler
colonial society and silencing nonwhite resistance to the system.
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CHAPTER 2
“Florida Is To Be Governed by the Wholesome Laws of a Republic”:
White Settlement and Black Slavery in Territorial Florida, 1820s-1840s
Crown Prince Charles Louis Napoleon Achille Murat cut an unusual figure in the wilds
of frontier Florida. The former Prince of Naples and nephew of Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte
emigrated to the Florida Territory in 1824. During a stay in Washington D.C., Murat made the
acquaintance of Richard Keith Call, the newly elected territorial representative from West
Florida and a protégé of Andrew Jackson. Call persuaded Murat to settle in the sparsely
populated Florida territory. Despite an adolescence spent in the high societies of European
countries, Murat found himself enamored with what he perceived to be the democratic,
individualistic, and rugged nature of the American frontier. The sparsely settled Florida territory
supplied endless amusement for Achille Murat. In an 1826 letter to a friend residing in Brussels,
Murat raved about his “comical” existence on the outskirts of the territorial capital of
Tallahassee. He confided to his friend that he and the other denizens of the area “are living
almost like Indians in the midst of the wood, half-clad, existing from hunting and scattered
provisions.” Murat conveyed to his friend that despite the meager rations and ragged clothes of
his compatriots, the men with whom he associated occupied the most powerful positions of the
territorial government and carried on “correspondence with all the important persons of the
Union.” The juxtaposition of profound power in such humble surroundings absolutely charmed
the prince.1
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Achille Murat’s description of white settler life in the newly acquired Florida territory
was hardly exaggerated. Although the United States acquired Florida as an inherited landscape
with long indigenous and colonial pasts, the territory was still a sparsely settled and barely
surveyed piece of American property. Outside of the established coastal towns of Pensacola, St.
Augustine, and Fernandina, white settlers had to build their society from the ground up.
Although this ground was unfamiliar, Americans testified to the limitless fortune that the Florida
landscape could yield if properly enriched by American knowledge and hard work. White
Americans from North and South responded to promotional literature by moving to the territory
to claim land and potential wealth for themselves. In addition, some holdovers from the Spanish
colonial period eagerly assisted the American development of Florida, knowing that it would
also bring them more affluence. The white populations of Florida, then, believed in the promise
of American prosperity in the territory despite coming from diverse backgrounds. The first two
decades of Florida’s territorial period involved an intense process of americanization
characterized by the obsessive drive to create social, political, and economic systems that would
allow whites to reap as much profit as possible from the landscape.
Americanization, however, also meant that the new American settler colonial society
would have to limit the movement and access to resources of nonwhite peoples and enhance that
of whites. Whites targeted black and Seminole residents of the Florida territory as physical
obstructions to the wealth to be gained from the settler colonial system because of their
embodied mobility. White settlers crafted schemes to divest Seminole Indians of their lands and
resources while simultaneously diminishing their free movement in the landscape, as will be
discussed in the next chapter. American settlers also attempted to physically control black
Floridians, both enslaved and free, in order to reinforce a settler colonial society based on racial
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slavery. Indeed, it was not enough for Achille Murat and Richard Keith Call to acquire and
develop their land as hearty settlers; they also swiftly set about erecting an American slave
society through both political machinations and their day-to-day actions as settlers.
Ultimately, this chapter will show that a borderland still existed in Florida after the
territory became an American possession. Though white Americans no longer squared off with a
European empire, the borders between American and Indian land persisted during the territorial
period. These borders fluctuated considerably during this time, and white Americans balked at
the difficulty of securing those concrete borders. More importantly to this chapter, however,
whites also attempted to police the racial borders that impacted movement and access to
resources. White settler colonialism in Florida demanded rigid distinctions between racial
groups; such distinctions had a significant effect on one’s mobility and ability to use the natural
resources of the territory. Whites of all backgrounds desperately tried to augment the scope and
influence of the slave system in Florida. They viewed the physical control of black labor and
black bodies as an important facet of securing white settler colonialism and, ultimately,
eradicating the racial borderlands of the former Spanish colony. This chapter will also show that
white Americans identified mobility as an important crucible through which settler colonialism
could be forged. Physical mobility and the access to space and resources emerged as important
battle grounds in the conflict to Americanize Florida. This focus on mobility, space, and
resources is important to acknowledging the embodied implications of settler colonialism.
Scholars of settler colonialism have convincingly demonstrated the importance of constructs of
gender and race to the imposing of colonial control. Indeed, men like Murat and Call certainly
benefitted from their gender and whiteness in the settler colonial system. They were also able,
however, to not only augment their own physical mobility but also restrict that of nonwhites.
Their gendered and racialized power should also be considered alongside the very real embodied
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power they possessed as white settlers. This chapter will show how white settlers like Murat and
Call tried to heighten their physical impact on the Florida territory and diminish the physical
freedom of nonwhites.
“The shackles which have hitherto impeded her improvement are taken off”
When America acquired the Florida peninsula from the Adams-Onís Treaty in 1821,
Florida boosters realized that they needed fresh knowledge of the territory in order to assess its
maximum settlement potential. Indeed, three decades had passed since William Bartram
published his famous Travels, a description of the interior of northern Florida.2 New surveys of
the climate and landscape would accurately convey to the American public the most up-to-date
information on the territory, thus drawing potential white settlers to the region and imposing
white American control over the borderlands. The new studies of Florida that writers committed
to paper in the 1820s and 1830s betrayed the basic assumptions about settler colonialism and
racial control that drove the annexation of the peninsula. Acting as propaganda but posing as
scientific observation, these meditations promised prosperity to white settlers who permanently
settled on Florida land. In addition, these observations assured white settlers that the nonwhite
populations of the Florida borderlands could be physically controlled. These observations mark a
dramatic shift from earlier reports of Spanish Florida. Rather than emphasize the racially lawless
nature of the peninsula, these new settlement guides spoke optimistically about the stability of
the territory and the ability of white settlers to fully Americanize the landscape. These narratives
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keenly understood that this americanization rested on white permanence and nonwhite
restriction.
The city of St. Augustine, desirous of newcomers, acted quickly to publish a settler
guidebook. The town government hired Charles Vignoles to assess the current state of Florida’s
resources and potential. Vignoles, an English topographical surveyor, published his Observations
Upon the Floridas in 1823. According to historian Samuel Proctor, Vignoles’ survey “did help to
attract settlers to Florida, and it helped orient these immigrants to a new land and to a new way
of life,” but it was predominately a work of publicity.3 Like other published and unpublished
descriptions of Florida, Vignoles’ illustrations attempted to accurately describe Florida, with
varying degrees of success. Above all, however, Vignoles’ descriptions of Florida aimed to lure
potential white American settlers with promises of near-immediate access to wealth and control
over nonwhite populations. Vignoles began his observations with something of a disclaimer
regarding the ease of travel in the new Territory of Florida. Far from a “glowing narrative of an
agreeable excursion, through regions comparable to a paradise,” Vignoles envisioned his work as
an accurate depiction of the remoteness that characterized the peninsula. Indeed, his
Observations focused mostly on East Florida owing to the fact that “the complete separation of
[East and West Florida] from all communication with each other, and the total impracticability of
the author’s [travel] to that portion of the country” made a study of West Florida close to
impossible.4 Vignoles’ description of the difficulty of travel may have alarmed American readers
who prided themselves on the nation’s ability to expand to any territory in North America. His
larger observations, however, stressed the importance of expansion and the ease with which
permanent white settlement could be affected.
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Although Vignoles accurately demonstrated the difficulty of white modes of travel within
Florida, his lofty descriptions of the riches to be gained from agricultural development made the
trip seem to be worth the trouble. Vignoles appeared to be most optimistic about the potential of
sugar cane as Florida’s premier cash crop. He went so far as to state that it was “a matter of
infinite satisfaction, that the certainty of sugar becoming the staple of Florida is already
established.” The author, however, cautioned his readers not to discount the other “not less
certain sources of wealth to be explored,” including grapes, silk, olives, and cattle.5 Cotton,
arguably the most important commodity of the nineteenth-century, received only a few lines of
reflection from Vignoles. He stated that it “has been so profitable to every Florida planter who
has raised and prepared it for market, as done in the southern states, that it may only be slightly
mentioned.”6 Other observers also testified to the potential of cotton production in the Florida
interior. In an 1821 letter to his cousin, New Yorker George Ricketts surmised that the lands just
outside of Pensacola were “very eligible for cultivation of Cottons,” a crop he referred to as the
“staple Article of these continental Latitudes.”7 An 1835 pamphlet entitled “Letters On Florida,”
directed towards a New York audience, also praised the “inviting production of cotton” that
developed in frontier Florida after the “unsuccessful cultivation of the sugar cane.”8 The
pamphlet’s author noted that the cotton plant, “par excellence[…] has so eminently contributed
of late to [Florida’s] advancement and prosperity.” The preoccupation with sugar cane and cotton
in these reports rests on assumptions about the nature of American expansion and settler
colonialism. These cash crops necessitated large tracts of land and the importation of American
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racial slavery. Indeed, plantation agriculture, the driving motivation for expansion in the South in
the early nineteenth century, gobbled up vast acreage, much of it taken from native peoples.
White settlers keen to expand the plantation system saw the ownership of sprawling plantations
as their personal right and the lifeblood of the American nation. Plantations also thrived on the
unfree labor of African peoples. The expansion of racial slavery, and the restriction and
surveillance that accompanied it, would ultimately benefit the territory and the nation, according
to these reports, especially in the wake of the lawless Spanish tenure. Expanding plantation
agriculture in Florida would ultimately expand white permanence and black bondage.9
Although Vignoles and others averred that some work needed to be done in order to
make Florida flourish, they clearly held little doubt as to the prosperity it offered the nation. The
reason for their certainty rested in the simple fact that the territory was finally under white
American control. As Vignoles stated in 1821:
Now that Florida is about to be governed by the wholesome laws of a republic,
and that the shackles which have hitherto impeded her improvement are taken off,
we may rationally look forward to read in the page of her future annals prosperity,
happiness and independence.10
Vignoles’ statement echoed the sentiments of earlier proponents for annexation. According to
men such as Andrew Jackson and Henry Clay, Spanish laxity in controlling and developing the
peninsula caused Florida to languish for centuries. Dr. William Simmons of Charleston agreed
that Spain “neglect[ed] all cultivation, or further improvement of their property,” but American
development would prove that “this country is capable of being rendered highly productive, and
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valuable.”11 George Ricketts’ description of the town of Pensacola likewise displayed the conceit
that American willpower could accomplish something that the previous owners of Florida could
not. Ricketts stated that one could easily distinguish “where an American has settled from their
early attention to neatness and painting.” In Ricketts’ view, then, white American savvy had
already improved the ancient Spanish city of Pensacola.12 Such assumptions about Spanish
tenure in Florida may have even demonstrated a sort of cultural racism on the part of white
Americans. White Americans viewed even Spanish elites as falling short of white standards of
progress and stewardship over a territory, with one editorial referring to the large landholdings of
Florida as “badly cultivated.” Yet another writer, a friend of Andrew Jackson, remarked upon
“the strange perversion of the human mind” that dominated among the Spanish in Florida.
Despite the fact that the Spanish were a European power, white Americans called into question
their whiteness and fitness as colonizers.13
The American spirit would do more than tame the landscape of Florida, according to
some published observations; it would also tame the nonwhite populations that inhabited the
Florida borderlands. Florida’s native populations undoubtedly comprised the most fearsome
obstacle to investment in Florida for white Americans. Indeed, reports of Seminole Indians
emphasized their supposedly primitive nature and their mobile lifestyle. They also controlled an
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abundance of land in the interior. Continued Seminole presence ensured that the borderlands
would persist. Vignoles attempted to soften the assumed danger of Indian hostilities by assuring
his readers that the native groups left in Florida, whom he referred to as emigrant Creeks, were
“humbled to the dust,” by “the most absolute state of starvation” due to their initial resistance to
American force.14 Indeed, as will be discussed below, the Seminoles and Mikasukis who endured
the depredations of the First Seminole War experienced difficulty after the conflict. They
struggled to grow adequate crops after being pushed off of fertile land, such as the Alachua
savannah. Bands scattered throughout the peninsula and attempted to make the best of their new
situation.15 Vignoles tried to use the degradation of the Seminoles and Mikasukis as an
encouragement to his readers. The lowly state of the Indians in the territory, he argued, would
force them to “submit to any system that will ameliorate their life which at present is very
wretched.” The system to which Vignoles no doubt alluded was one in which the Seminoles
would cede their lands to white settlers. He also quoted a letter from Florida resident George
Clarke which stated that proper white development of the territory would “make the Indians
serviceable; they will learn to labor, and our good example will wear out their former
propensities.”16 These descriptions of Seminole Indians essentially blamed their resistance and
mobile lifestyle for their current state. Indeed, Seminole Indians depended on a more mobile
lifestyle in order to sustain their communities. Hunting and cattle ranching demanded mobility
and a thorough knowledge of the landscape. Their initial resistance to American force also
forced them to scatter and become more mobile. Vignoles ultimately blamed that mobility for

14

Vignoles, Observations, 134.
The Mikasuki bands in particular ventured south into the isolation of the Everglades and the
southern coasts of the peninsula, where they engaged in wrecking (recovering goods from
shipwrecks) to sustain their communities. The majority of the Seminoles attempted to cultivate
their new reservation in the central portion of the peninsula, but soon realized that the land could
not sustain their communities. The next chapter will address these patterns in more detail.
16
Vignoles, Observations, 136.
15

87

their near starved state. Instead, the Seminoles would welcome white settler colonialism and
labor on white farms to restore their dignity, according to Clarke. This new state of affairs would
effectively erase an integral component of the Florida borderlands: independent and freely
roaming Seminole peoples.
Promotional writers also tried to minimize the perceived dangers associated with large
numbers of free blacks in Florida. Though Florida possessed a growing slave population, the
existing population of free and fugitive people of color allowed the borderlands to persist. By
transgressing the racial boundaries of the American South, free African peoples contributed to
the borderland in Florida. Promotional writer John Lee Williams attempted to downplay the
reality of the racial borderland in his 1837 work The Territory of Florida. Williams, born in
Salem, Massachusetts but a later resident of New York, moved to Florida just after the signing of
the Adams-Onís Treaty in 1820. He was a lawyer by trade but his relocation to Florida
transformed him into a surveyor and explorer.17 Although Williams intended The Territory of
Florida to be a factual description of the peninsula, it also acted as a promotional work to induce
other white Americans to settle the territory. The publication included a chapter entitled “Notice
to Emigrants,” which implored “industrious and enterprising men and women to come among us,
to set good examples, and to prove that white men, although they may not bear the burning rays
of the sun as well as negroes, yet that by order, system and economy, they can accomplish more
in one day, than a slave will accomplish in a week.”18 Like Rickett’s assumptions about the white
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American work ethic, Williams’ views on white industry betrayed the racial ideologies that
propelled development in Florida. Although black men and women supplied the very labor to
settle Florida, men such as Williams clung to the belief that it was white Americans that would
make Florida prosperous. Williams was not ignorant of the importance of black labor to the
development of Florida. Indeed, his years spent in his chosen capital of Tallahassee no doubt
impressed upon him the centrality of enslaved black labor to the prosperity of that town. By the
time Williams’ survey was published, planters had solidified Tallahassee as the center of
plantation wealth and power in the region of Middle Florida. He also confessed in The Territory
of Florida that “emigrants from the slave holding states” would no doubt compose the largest
portion of newcomers to the territory, but “there is not indeed so great a proportion of slaves
here, as in the rest of the southern states; and in general, slaves, with us, are treated with great
humanity.”19 Williams’ treatise, then, attempted to assuage the fears of white Americans of
various regional backgrounds. He tried to ameliorate the situation for northerners who objected
to the cruelty of slavery while at the same time demonstrating the extent of white control over
the scope and nature of the slave system to southern emigrants. The latter concern, that of white
southerners’ apprehension about the control over black laborers, was not a small one. As Edward
Baptist demonstrates in his work on Leon and Jefferson counties, Creating an Old South, “most
educated white men feared the frontier’s dark side,” including the fear that “planters’ control
over slaves slipped” while in the sparsely settled territory.20 The ambivalence that Williams
displayed toward the presence of African peoples abounded throughout Florida’s white
population. Settlers wavered between desiring black labor or castigating Africans as poor
workers and dangerous individuals, even going so far as to wish them removed from the
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territory. It is most likely that the incongruity that white settlers displayed toward the presence of
African peoples arose from the difficulty of trying to control a borderland. Bringing more whites
to Florida, however, would augment white settler colonialism generally and increase white
control over nonwhite bodies.
In essence, the published and unpublished descriptions of Florida that circulated in the
first decade and a half after the transfer of the territory induced settlers of various regional and
socio-economic backgrounds to settle in Florida. Emigrants absorbed the messages of American
prosperity that professional and lay descriptors produced. The reports on Florida, however,
betrayed the underlying assumptions about the racial vision for the future of the Florida
borderlands. The authors of these descriptions desired to create a white haven for settlement that
exhibited supreme physical control over Africans and Indians. Although it could be argued that
these reports did not represent the reality of the situation in Florida, a careful study of the
patterns of white development demonstrates that the visions shared by Florida promoters also
informed the efforts of white settlers and developers. The underlying model of white settlement
and racial subjugation did not exist solely on the pages of promotional literature.
“Powerful Emigrations”: White Elites in Territorial Florida
The anonymous author of “Letters on Florida” admitted to his readers that Florida did not
represent a haven for investment upon its initial transfer to the United States. He claimed that a
“motley class of speculators, artizans [sic] and others” poured into the state under the “fatal
infatuation” that the streets “were paved with gold.” These newcomers, according to the author,
were “too frequently inclined to dissipation” and not to the serious work of developing the
territory. It was not until “men of solid capital” came to the territory, thus accomplishing
“powerful emigrations,” that the true potential of Florida could be realized.21 Indeed, powerful
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men began to build infrastructure and arrangements of settlement that ensured white control over
the landscape of the territory. They did so in the hope that white Americans would firmly control
the territory and erase the contentious borderland that made the territory so fraught. Indeed, the
more white households that settled in Florida, the more secure the territory would be. White
settlement would drive the Seminoles from the land and ensure proper surveillance and control
of black peoples. The early territorial period then witnessed the creation of systems of settlement
that would lure “powerful emigrations” and other settler households that would beat back the
conflicted borderlands.
The men with whom Achille Murat associated in the wilderness represented some of
these “powerful emigrations.” These well-connected and well-financed individuals used their
power to create the legal and material infrastructure that would settle white households and
restrict nonwhite peoples, thus resolving the menace of the Florida borderlands. Foremost among
these boosters were the coterie of men loyal to Florida’s first military governor, Andrew Jackson,
especially Richard Keith Call and James Gadsden. Call’s military service impressed Jackson
during the latter’s campaign against the Creek Indians, and Jackson took it as a personal mission
to groom Call into a powerful Florida politician. Born in Prince George County, Virginia in
1792, Call descended from a “moderately wealthy” family, but his father, William Call, lost a
great deal of the family’s wealth in land speculation in Georgia. Shortly after Richard’s birth,
William Call died. His young widow, Helen, then moved with her children to join her brothers in
Kentucky. Helen’s brothers, like many young Virginians, were “attracted [to Kentucky] by the
lure of cheap virgin lands which were far more productive than the exhausted soils of eastern
Virginia, worn out by generations of wasteful exploitation.”22 Call’s family, then, epitomized the
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drive of young men from landed east coast families to claim Indian land and resources as their
own. They strove to spread the Agrarian Republic past the established borders of the United
States through the acquisition of supposedly virgin lands used by native peoples. Although Call
did not possess the “solid capital” that the “Letters on Florida” author lauded, he brought with
him to Florida important political connections that he used to improve the “virgin” lands of the
territory. After Jackson left Florida in late 1821, Call remained in the territory. He established a
law practice and took on the role of a territorial councilman. He also briefly served as a national
representative in the United States House of Representatives for West Florida. Florida historians
have produced a great deal of scholarship on the details of Call’s public and private life. A
particular focus here on Call’s efforts to increase white American settlement in Florida
demonstrates the concerns that drove many elite and powerful newcomers to Florida. During this
initial period of settlement in the 1820s and early 1830s, men like Call created systems of
movement and access to resources that would attempt to expand white settlement while
controlling nonwhite peoples. Call’s actions lay bare the intersection between settlement,
movement, race, and power in an unsettled borderland.
During his brief stint in the House of Representatives, from 1823 to 1825, Call attempted
to harness the power of the federal government in order to make Florida more advantageous for
white settlement. The use of federal power to augment the local power of elite whites in the
Florida borderland mirrors the patterns that most historians identify as first occurring in the evershifting American West from the 1790s on. Historians such as Stephen Aron and Bethel Saler
have demonstrated how integral the power of the federal state was to imposing American control
over the contested borderlands of the Old Northwest and how the region also fostered a stronger
federal government. They characterize the West as a laboratory for whites to claim federal power
to enhance their own local influence in the process of colonizing the region. White Americans in
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1820s Florida also used these strategies. They lobbied the federal government to privilege white
settlement, dispossess native people, and restrict the freedom of blacks. Scholar Laurel Clark
Shire has argued in her work The Threshold of Manifest Destiny that the federal government
used the importance of white domestic space and white womanhood to justify warfare against the
Seminoles and bestow land grants to whites. I argue that a similar process also took shape during
the 1820s and 1830s, but this complementary process was focused on issues of white mobility
and settlement rather than gender. White Floridians relied on Richard Keith Call to beseech the
federal government to empower their settler colonial project and catalyze white settler designs.23
One of the first issues that Call supported was the Wabash-Erie Canal bill, which
allocated federal funds for the construction of a shipping canal that would link the Great Lakes to
the Ohio River. Call’s support for the bill, however, was entirely in service of the interests of the
Florida territory. He introduced his own internal improvement bill for a canal from the St. Johns
River to St. Augustine which would vastly improve the ability of St. Augustine merchants to ship
and receive goods from the principle waterway of East Florida.24 Although Call hailed from
West Florida, and identified his interests with that region, he understood the importance of
increased access for American business throughout the peninsula.25 No doubt Call realized that
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Indeed, Call’s associations with East Florida were predominately negative. He became
embroiled in a personal dispute with the national delegate from East Florida, Joseph M. White,
which earned him the ire of various other East Florida men who were loyal to White. Despite his
personal animosities with the powers-that-be in East Florida, Call recognized the need to
increase cooperation between the two regions. He was an early supporter of establishing the
territorial capital at Tallahassee, which was the halfway point between Pensacola and St.
Augustine, because he thought it would lessen the sectional divides that plagued the territory.
Call’s push for the St. Johns Canal in East Florida also demonstrated his ardent belief in
improving all of Florida, not solely his region. “Call looked with favor upon the location
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more could be gained for the territory if it united behind the common interests of American
investors and settlers. Erecting the infrastructure that would make white movement and ultimate
settlement more efficient represented one of these interests. Call’s canal bill failed in the Senate,
but he successfully passed another bill through the House during his first session in Washington.
The bill granted land to American settlers who could prove “habitation and cultivation as of
February 22, 1819,” the date of the Adams-Onís Treaty which ceded Florida to the United States.
The grants of land could encompass 640 acres and were only available to men over the age of
twenty-one with a family.26 Call clearly designed the legislation to benefit squatters, most likely
southern in origin, over wealthy entrepreneurs who had done business with the Spanish.
Although the grants of land could not infringe on prior Spanish land grants, being adjudicated in
the courts at the time, they prioritized the rights of white American settlers to claim land in the
territory. In addition, Call’s grants clearly ranked the claims of white Americans over those of
Seminole Indians. Squatters frequently settled on lands that Seminole Indians considered tribal
property. Call’s bill gave priority to white claims over those of native peoples’. His actions in
Congress demonstrated his desire to use the force of the federal government to empower white
American claims to space and infrastructure in Florida.
In his role as a lawyer, Call also undermined the land claims of wealthy Europeans who
engaged with the Spanish in order to foster increased white American settlement. Appointed by
the federal government through the suggestion of Jackson in 1832, Call acted as assistant council
for the United States in its legal battle over the land grants of John Forbes and Don Fernando de
la Maza Arredondo. The United States tried to invalidate the enormous grants of land in order to
claim that land as public and sell it to settlers. Call was enthusiastic in his participation, even

[Tallahassee] and believed that it might allay the extreme east-west sectionalism in Florida.”
Ibid., 41.
26
Ibid., 30.
94

traveling to Cuba in order to retrieve documents related to the cases.27 The United States
advanced two arguments against the grants. In the case of Forbes’ grant, which eventually
transferred ownership to a European merchant named Colin Mitchel, the United States alleged
that the date of the grant was fraudulent, thus invalidating it. The United States’ case against
Arredondo rested on the fact that Arredondo did not meet the stipulations of the grant, which
stated that Arredondo had to settle two hundred families on the land within three years of
receipt.28 The Supreme Court would eventually uphold the original grants in a conservative
decision to safeguard property rights. Regardless, the United States’ council in these cases
represented the interests of white Floridians who desired to settle permanently on the land. No
individual better represented these interests than Richard Keith Call. Call once more acted in
concert with the federal government to privilege white American claims to settle permanently in
Florida.
Call also harbored a number of personal reasons to participate in the United States’ cases
against the Spanish grantees. First, Call’s friendship with Jackson instilled in him a deep mistrust
of moneyed interests, especially those in the North. By the time of the court cases, the Forbes
and Arredondo grants were under the stewardship of various northern capitalists.29 These
corporations of financiers, bankers, and merchants intended to develop the land by dividing it
into parcels and selling them to potential settlers. Call, as a Jackson man, took great exception to
the threat of Florida’s wealth ending up in the hands of supposedly undeserving and
unscrupulous corporations, regardless of whether or not those corporations would induce more
white settlers. Instead, Call wanted to personally choose settlers whom he considered deserving
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of lands, including political allies, renowned individuals, yeoman farmers, or developers who
shared a similar vision for the future of Florida.
Call derived his second justification for nullifying the grants from his own personal
economic interest. Call’s early entry into Florida allowed him to accumulate significant tracts of
land which he intended to sell off piecemeal to incoming settlers. He confined his speculation to
the area of Middle Florida, located between the Apalachicola and Suwanee rivers. Middle
Florida possessed the prime soil and climate for cotton agriculture, and it became the site of
numerous lucrative plantations. Call received favorable information on the area from John Lee
Williams, author of the aforementioned The Territory of Florida, in 1823. Williams averred that
the cotton fields of Middle Florida “exceed by one half, any I have before seen.”30 Because of his
talent for speculation, Call would have greatly benefitted from the repurposing of Spanish
granted lands into public land for sale. Forbes’ grant lay on the eastern side of the Apalachicola
River in prime Middle Florida lands. Arredondo’s grant, although located in East Florida in
present day Alachua County, would have also provided significant acreage for speculation, either
for Call or one of his allies.
Call’s work in the Land Office would have given him an even more advantageous
position if Spanish grants were nullified. Call benefitted from inside knowledge of public lands
after the federal Commissioner of the General Land Office, George Graham, named him
Receiver of Public Monies for Florida’s Land Office in 1825. He received the position through
political patronage, along with other Jackson men in Florida who comprised “The Nucleus,” a
loosely organized collection of men who achieved positions in the territorial government through
the spoils system. Call’s Land Office position allowed him to select lands that were considered
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“the richest in Middle Florida and he seldom paid more than the minimum $1.25 per acre.”31
James Gadsden also worked with Call in the Land Office. Like Call, Gadsden hailed from a
wealthy family on the East Coast. He was born in Charleston in 1788 and was the grandson of
Revolutionary War hero Christopher Gadsden.32 Call and Gadsden frequently used their
federally-backed position in the Land Office to secure important emigrations for the territory and
dole out land to increase their political power. The invalidation of the Spanish land grants,
coupled with the Land Office connections, would have significantly benefitted Call, Gadsden,
and their political allies. Moreover, it benefitted white settler colonialism in the territory.
While Call and Gadsden used their political influence for personal business transactions
such as land speculation, they also used their positions in the Land Office to promote the
permanent settlement of other white men. Indeed, the primary tool to secure the borderland in
Florida was to settle as many white households as possible on the land. Enterprising white men
were prioritized as elect settlers, and boosters like Call and Gadsden did everything in their
power to people the territory with these newcomers. The settlers with whom Call and Gadsden
interacted directed their energies towards either exploiting black labor or advocating for the
exclusion of African peoples altogether. They also assumed immediate access to Florida lands
that may have also been claimed by native peoples beforehand. The plans for development that
these men attempted to put in place demonstrate the white assumptions about race and movement
that continued to operate in the peninsula. Nonwhite mobility and access to land could have no
place in the new Americanized Florida.
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Call was integral in the construction of a railroad that would expand cotton agriculture in
Middle Florida, thus expanding black slavery and the system of racial control that accompanied
it. The new railroad connected Tallahassee to the newly established town of St. Marks on the
Gulf of Mexico. As mentioned earlier, Tallahassee quickly became the hub for plantation
agriculture in Middle Florida. Cotton plantations proliferated outside of the capital due to the
excellent soil and climate. The money earned from the cash crop circulated throughout
Tallahassee, leading to immense concentrations of wealth and political power. With cotton
production, however, came enslaved labor. African men and women performed the arduous work
of clearing the land and raising the crop. The efficient sale of cotton was essential for
Tallahassee’s continued growth. Plantation owners clamored for a cheaper way to transport their
goods to market via the Gulf of Mexico, which would connect them to Mobile and New Orleans.
Call assisted in the plan to establish a new town on the Gulf that was close to Tallahassee and
then construct a railroad linking the two towns. He used his pull in the Land Office to appeal to
the head of the office in Washington, George Graham, to obtain a land grant for the new town of
St. Marks on the Gulf. Call then served as President of the Tallahassee Railroad Company and
helped establish the Union Bank, a financial institution that the Floridian newspaper considered
a “necessary aid for the building of the railroad.”33 Yet again, Call used his political power to
engage in the promotion of settler colonialism in Florida, which he considered necessary for the
favorable development of the state. The city of St. Marks would offer more space for
enterprising whites to settle in Florida; it would also build Tallahassee’s cotton market, leading
to the establishment of more white-owned farming ventures. The propagation of cotton
agriculture, however, necessarily entailed the escalation of black slavery. Though more black
laborers would have to be forcibly moved into the territory, Middle Florida plantation owners
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believed that they could successfully surveil and physically restrict the enslaved population. Call
and the other boosters of the Tallahassee-St. Marks railroad simultaneously expanded the reach
of white settlement while also curtailing the freedom of countless enslaved men and women.
Call also acted as a “one-man chamber of commerce” to promote the settlement of more
white planters in Florida, though his friend Gadsden worked diligently alongside him as well.34
Their work in the Land Office allowed them to dole out land at cut-rate prices and impart insider
knowledge about profitable land to potential settlers. Prince Achille Murat was one of Call’s first
converts. Murat and Call met in Washington D.C. during the latter’s tenure in the House of
Representatives. Murat initially bought a plantation of 1200 acres ten miles south of St.
Augustine in 1824 which he named Parthenope. He found, however, that the land was
“somewhat barren although in a lovely location.” He blamed his misfortune on “the stupidity” of
buying “some property too quickly.” His dreams of patrician mastery, however, could not be
fully realized until he could reap the profits of a truly lucrative cotton plantation. To affect this
goal, Murat decided to move westward. He settled in the area of Wacissa near the plantation hub
of Tallahassee thanks to the help of James Gadsden.35 Murat’s move to Tallahassee excited him,
and he fancied himself an explorer on his thirty-one-day journey. He met Gadsden near
Tallahassee after “driving a wagon through the forest, bivouacking every night, [and] guiding
myself with a compass.”
Though Murat’s trip to the plantation heart of Florida represented to him a grand
adventure, the movement of enslaved people to this strange new region involved anxiety and toil.
The forced movement of enslaved people also illustrates the racial limits of travel and movement
imposed on black people. The abrupt sale to Florida or the move facilitated by owners marked a
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physical and psychological separation from older kinship networks, a fact explored by historian
Edward Baptist. Baptist uncovered the use of vocabulary connoting theft on the part of enslaved
or formerly enslaved people to describe the movement of Africans and African Americans to the
Deep South.36 Formerly enslaved woman Margrett Nickerson described the movement of her
mother and uncles in such a way, remarking that they “was stole from Virginia and fetched here
[Leon County].”37 Another former slave, Douglas Dorsey, recalled his parents being free
residents of Maryland who were kidnapped, illegally sold into slavery, and brought to Florida.38
Baptist describes these tales of theft “not just of labor, but of people stolen from the webs of
community and family that had raised them.”39
The journey to Florida was of course brutal, as slaves almost exclusively walked, except
those who were infirm or pregnant, though plantation owners rarely brought enslaved workers
who could not perform the necessary labor to erect a plantation from the ground up. Baptists’
description of the “cavalcade” marched to Florida by slaveowner Thomas Brown demonstrates
that Brown’s entertaining illustrations belied a much more strenuous journey for the enslaved
people who had to sleep every night “in open tents” and walked alongside white men and women
on horseback or in carriages.40 These common descriptions of the forced migration of enslaved
people to Florida once more demonstrate the different meanings of movement for white and
black southerners. Supervised black mobility was entirely acceptable and lauded, as slaveowners
giddily retold the story of their journey to the borderlands. Elite whites who transported the often
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large number of slaves from the older plantation states of Virginia and Maryland also marked
their racial superiority and class with their assisted travel on horseback or in sometimes luxurious
carriages. Finally, the ability to forcibly move nonwhites signaled a high degree of racial
superiority and power to white Americans. This notion was especially powerful in an area of the
young nation marked by black and native autonomy. The imposing of forced movement
enhanced white beliefs in their white supremacist project. This movement to Florida reified
concepts of black and white movement that amplified white supremacy and black inferiority,
especially because it was in service of creating a new plantation center in the borderlands.
After arriving in the new plantation district of Tallahassee, Achille Murat named his new
plantation Lipona, an anagram of his birthplace of Napoli (Naples), Italy. In a letter to his friend
A. Thomé in 1826, Murat exhibited his happiness with his present situation, stating that he
“work[ed] in [his] garden […] [did] not flog the negroes any more than you [A. Thomé] do.” He
also prided himself on governing his enslaved workers “in military style.”41 With his situation
more stable, Murat averred that “I shall have an income next year, and I shall live less rustically,
and in 10 years I shall be one of the wealthy planters […] of the country.” Murat beamed at the
opportunity to finally achieve his dream of being a patrician American planter with control over
the bodies of black men and women. Murat, then, took full advantage of the white settler
colonial system. He acquired good land and important political connections due to his race. His
whiteness afforded him permanence in Florida on favorable terms. In addition, Murat considered
control of his enslaved workers an important part of building his empire and establishing his
household.
Murat also romanticized slaveownership and his position as a patrician master in Florida.
His idyllic visions, however, accentuated his access to black bodies, especially that of young
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black women. One short story that Murat described to Thomé displayed his own grotesquely
romantic attitude toward slave ownership. Murat frequently submitted fictional stories for
various magazines and journals in America and Europe. The one he summarized for Thomé
involved a “little mulatto girl, just fourteen,” named Mary, whom Murat’s narrator owned. In the
tale, the girl was pregnant, although Murat did not state if the child was a product of Mary and
the narrator. The story, however, involved a romance between the slave owner and the young
slave girl, wherein the narrator witnessed the death of his enslaved concubine after she was
kidnapped by an unscrupulous priest. Murat’s narrator stated that “[had] she been white I would
have made a very tender romance of it, but since she is [colored] I had to keep silent and suffer it
without self-pity until I meet my villain and horse whip him.” Murat would submit the story
under a presumed name, probably German, stating that a “German author would make his
fortune by defying the prejudice that exists against the love between master and slave in this
country.”42 The French prince clearly relished both real and imagined access to the bodies of
black men and women. Florida allowed him the space and power to realize the visions of
mastery that absorbed him.
The Land Office connections of Richard Keith Call and James Gadsden also brought
them into contact with the famed Marquis de Lafayette. Lafayette received a grant of land in
Florida in 1825 for his service during the Revolutionary War. Lafayette, however, did not have
plans to live on the land, but the prospect of establishing a settlement at the location intrigued
him. He planned to settle workers in a colony geared toward the cultivation of silk, olive trees,
and vineyards.43 Lafayette would then garner a portion of the profits from the exotic agricultural
commodities. Although the Marquis contracted with other agents to dispose of the land, he
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especially appreciated Call’s “kind local advice and exertions” pertaining to developing the land
advantageously.44
Lafayette had a crisis of conscience, however, with his choice of laborers for the project.
Lafayette frequently spoke out against the expansion of the slave system in America. He once
tried to convince his friend George Washington to free his enslaved workers and instead rent
land to them as free laborers.45 He also purchased land in French Guiana in 1785 to begin “that
Experiment” in free black labor “which […] is my hobby horse.”46 Lafayette obsessed over
proving the profitability of a free labor system in the Americas. He envisioned his Florida land
grant as another opportunity to further his mission. The Marquis did not want to continue the
“plague of slave labor” that he witnessed growing in the territory. He proposed instead to use
“free, white, and upon the whole cheaper labour,” especially that of “Swarms of German
labourers” arriving in New York. He couched the alternative of German labor as more “favorable
to the welfare of Florida.” He confessed to Call in an 1827 letter, however, that a “difficulty in
my opinion, seems to arise from the unfitness of European labourers for that important part of
the work clearing the ground.” 47 Indeed, white settlers in the expanding slave south relied
heavily upon the labor of enslaved black men to perform the most arduous task of clearing land
for future plantations. As historian Edward E. Baptist reveals in his research, the early
transportation of enslaved people to new southern territories skewed heavily toward the
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importation of young enslaved people, especially men, due to their abilities to clear the land of
trees and brush. One enslaved man, for instance, remembered his “boss man” taking “all the best
hands to Texas” to start a new cotton operation.48 The unfitness of white European laborers,
however, resulted not from their inability to do the work but from the fact that they were free,
and their race granted them the ability to choose the work they performed. Indeed, Achille Murat
also posed the essential question during this period of time, “How [else] are great capitals to be
employed in agriculture, in a new country, without slaves?”49
Lafayette’s apprehension over the labor for his land grant essentially exposed the
conflicts inherent in white settler colonialism. Indeed, Lafayette believed that settling white
laborers would be good for the welfare of Florida not only to prove the superiority of a free labor
system but also to tame the racial borderlands and fully Americanize the territory. Establishing a
white republic necessitated more white bodies on the ground. Antebellum white settler
colonialism, however, rested on the literal backs of enslaved black workers. White settlers, even
those opposed to the slave system, believed that only black people could endure the labor
necessary for settlement. Fears over controlling enslaved laborers, however, also vexed white
settlers eager to use them. As will be discussed below, the increasing importation of enslaved
people to the territory augmented the fears of escape and eventual insurrection, leading to
increasingly restrictive legislation that limited the movement of enslaved people. Even Lafayette
cited his fears of “difficulties,” “losses,” “regrets,” and “anticipations” that enslaved laborers
brought with them. He cited these fears in his letters to Call as one of the primary impediments
to his use of black enslaved labor in Florida, not his moral qualms with the slave system. Whites
took these fears seriously in the Florida borderlands. The area they attempted to Americanize
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represented one of the most fraught in North America in terms of black and Indian resistance.
Lafayette’s scheme, then, represented a desirable alternative that could still benefit white settler
colonialism without inviting the specter of a larger black population, a tightrope that many
Florida boosters and white settlers would have to walk.
Achille Murat and the Marquis de Lafayette embodied the type of entrepreneurs and
high-profile settlers that boosters like Call desired to develop the Florida territory. They would
bring new settlers and a sense of prestige to the fledgling U.S. territory. And crucially, they
possessed racial views that Call thought would benefit Florida. They either desired to control
African people through forced labor or kept them out of the territory altogether while still
enhancing white settlement. Indeed, though Lafayette’s agricultural venture would eventually
falter, his grant still serviced the expansion of white settler colonialism. He contracted with
speculators Daniel Burch and Robert W. Williams to sell his grant off in pieces to incoming
white settlers.50 Although the views of Murat and Lafayette seem directly opposed to one
another, they still signal the presumptive rights that white people had to the prosperity of Florida
above populations that were deemed uncontrollable. They also desired to increase white access
to the peninsula, which would incrementally erase the racial borderlands of Florida territory.
Though Call and Gadsden did much to increase the influence of Middle Florida via
infrastructure and the expansion of systems of white American settlement, there were other
settlers in the region who also used their capital and influence to affect more white settlement. A
great deal of their activity rested in speculation and the establishment of numerous plantations.
Baptist’s Creating an Old South delves deeply into the activities of these east coast families who
reinvested their wealth into the rich soil of Middle Florida. These families included the Eppes,
the Chaires, the Bannermans, the Gambles, the Yonges, the Bellamys, and the Baileys. These
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wealthy families set about solidifying white settler colonialism in Florida through the building of
infrastructure and the maintenance of African slavery. In doing so, they believed they could
create a more stable American society in Florida and diminish its borderland nature.
A number of patterns made white settlement in Middle Florida possible. First and
foremost, the family and community connections that existed on the east coast greatly assisted in
establishing wealth and political power in Florida. As Baptist states, rather than dissolving prior
connections, the move to Florida “reinforced the ties of family and extended family.”51 Most
obvious among these cross-regional ties were the financial connections that furnished the capital
for land acquisition in Florida. Because frontier Florida was bereft of robust banking institutions
until the establishment of the Union Bank in 1833, emigrants relied upon old networks of capital
on the east coast. Maryland native William P. Craig, for example, used his regional connections
to borrow $13,000 from Virginia merchant George Lorimer. Thomas Brown, a friend of Richard
Keith Call, also leaned heavily on Virginia and Maryland contacts to finance his sugar plantation
in Leon County. 52 Although presumed white access to land rested on the premise of American
gumption, privilege and networks of capital actually made settlement for these individuals
possible.
Another essential facet of Middle Florida immigration rested on the willingness of
families, or even whole communities, to resettle themselves in the area.53 John Nuttall, originally
from Virginia, established El Destino plantation in Leon County with the cooperation of his sons,
James and William, who also possessed significant property in North Carolina and Florida. The
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three men signed a contract in September, 1828 relating to the operation of El Destino. John and
James would supply their slaves to the operation and William agreed to run the plantation. John
provided thirty-six enslaved men and women, thirty-two of which were considered “laborers,” a
designation no-doubt necessary for the clearing and construction involved in the Nuttall’s
enterprise. James brought sixteen slaves to the venture, ten of which were also considered
laborers. John Nuttall had only recently forced his slaves to move to Florida in 1828, according
to a list entitled “List of Negroes sent to Florida.”54 The Croom brothers, Bryan and Hardy, also
pooled their resources to gobble up land claims in Gadsden and Leon counties.55 The two men
eventually established Goodwood plantation together in Leon County on Lake Lafayette.56
Although Bryan lived more permanently in Florida, Hardy, who was a prolific traveler despite
his many ailments, frequently made the trip to Florida from his residence in New Bern, North
Carolina.57 The movement of large slaveowning families to Florida once more made the force of
settler colonialism more potent. It brought higher numbers of white settlers while also importing
more black enslaved workers. The expansion of this type of settlement ostensibly reinforced the
racial boundaries of the region by privileging a social system that included rigid restrictions on
black movement. Indeed, in order to resolve the borderlands, whites had to establish a social and
political system that prized white permanence and nonwhite restriction. The movement of entire
white households along with enslaved black workers signaled a commitment to such a system.
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The east coast families that eventually settled in Middle Florida also played a significant
role in developing the infrastructure that would allow for their new investments to flourish and
for other like-minded settlers to reap profits from the landscape. Again, fostering the networks of
access that would increase white settler colonialism was no small goal of these initial settlers.
Increased numbers of white settlers promised greater control of nonwhites and, in turn, the
borderlands of Florida. A great deal of the new institutions, however, were limited to Middle
Florida. Indeed, sectional animosity within territorial Florida persisted despite the establishment
of the capitol at Tallahassee. In addition, the rugged nature of the majority of the peninsula made
large-scale development difficult. Middle Floridians, therefore, contented themselves with
improving the land and resources that would benefit them most. As mentioned earlier, the Union
Bank emerged as a vital source of much needed capital for the plantation boom of Middle
Florida. Planter John Grattan Gamble led a group of planters in chartering the bank in 1833. The
board consisted of powerful Middle Florida personalities, including William B. Nuttall, J.K.
Campbell, and Isham G. Searcy. James Gadsden also held stock in the bank.58 The mortgaging of
slave property comprised most of the business of the Union Bank. The cash from the mortgages
would then be used to improve plantation holdings or invest in other farms or plantations,
allowing white planters to literally grow their influence throughout the region. The Union Bank
relied so heavily upon this practice that the institution printed forms specifically for slave
mortgages rather than for other property. William B. Nuttall proved prolific in this mortgaging
practice. Between March 1834 and May 1835, Nuttall mortgaged $54,700 in property in a series
of four contracts that involved roughly 103 enslaved persons, including the “increase of the
females thereof.”59 The bank was also crucial for the construction of the Tallahassee-St. Marks
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Railroad, which increased the efficiency of cotton sales for the region. The bank would
eventually fail in 1843 due to the Panic of 1837 and a drought in 1840.60
As evidenced by the Tallahassee-St. Marks Railroad, transportation was crucial for the
development of the Florida territory. Although most Middle Florida residents preferred to
increase the movement between Middle Florida towns, some boosters realized the necessity of
improving white movement between West, Middle, and East Florida. John Bellamy, much like
Richard Keith Call, recognized the benefits to be had from uniting all of the Florida regions
together through infrastructure. Bellamy, hailing originally from South Carolina, came to Florida
in 1821 and first settled in Cowford on the east coast of the peninsula. Bellamy collaborated with
other Cowford transplants Benjamin Chaires and Isaiah Hart to develop the town according to
more modern standards. They then named their newly refurbished settlement Jacksonville, after
Florida’s first governor, Andrew Jackson. Bellamy’s son Abram II stayed in East Florida until
1827, starting a plantation in St. Augustine and eventually marrying the step daughter of
prominent St. Augustine resident Joseph M. Hernandez. The marriage between Bellamy and
Hernandez’s daughter allowed the Bellamy family to lean into the Spanish colonial legacy of
Hernandez and secure continued wealth and property for their family.61 Hernandez benefitted
from the marriage as well, cementing his alliance with powerful American newcomers. Such
alliances worked to the mutual benefit of both parties in many instances.62 John Bellamy’s roots
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ran deep in East Florida, but he, along with Chaires, found better prospects in Middle Florida.
Bellamy eventually established the Bellamy Plantation in Monticello, Jefferson County.63
Governor Duval commissioned John Bellamy in 1823 to construct a 25 feet wide road from
Pensacola to St. Augustine. Bellamy no doubt relished the prospect of uniting the whole of North
Florida via this plank road. The contract allotted $20,000 for the project and Bellamy supplied
his own slave labor for the project.
The Bellamy Road, which would remain in use through the Civil War, allowed for more
access to the interior of North Florida, thus assisting in further white settlement of the territory.
The territorial government and John Bellamy had recognized the importance of implementing
this infrastructure as early as possible. It would be not only a useful thoroughfare, but it would
create better conditions for the further populating of Florida with white settlers; it also stood as a
symbol of American engineering prowess over a rugged and unknown landscape. The roads that
white settlers built contrasted with the trails of native and black peoples. As Angela Pulley
Hudson demonstrates in her work, white Americans attempted to use their own roads to compete
with the mobility of native tribes in the southeast. For native peoples like the Creeks of Hudson’s
scholarship, native paths “mirrored and supported the metaphysical networks of kin and clan.”
Seminole trails functioned in the same manner. Seminole trails linked towns, thus linking people,
ceremonies, kinship, and trade. They represented a way of life and a way of knowing the
landscape. In Florida, these native trails were also used by runaway Africans or African
Americans. White Americans used their own forms of mobility such as plank roads and rail
roads to signal their own influence on the region and their control over the landscape. In Florida,
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these roads also symbolically represented the taming of the borderlands. They signaled white
control over the landscape and an erasure of nonwhite ways of knowing the land. Bellamy’s
Road, and the numerous other plank and rail roads that would be built in the nineteenth century,
was one of the primary symbols of white settler colonialism in Florida. It fostered increased
white movement but also white settlement and power over the borderlands.
Middle Florida’s plantation barons, however, did not focus solely on physical
infrastructure to increase their profits from the cotton economy. The maintenance of racial
control through legislation bolstered an edifice of restriction that impacted the lives of African
men and women, even those who were not enslaved. Various Florida historians have argued that
because this restrictive legislation was piecemeal in nature it did not represent “a considered
plan,” as Canter Brown, Jr. argued.64 Rather, according to these scholars, Florida’s racial codes
were passed in response to specific instances of perceived loss of control over the black
population of the state. While I agree that the legislation passed by the territorial council in
regard to policing black bodies was indeed piecemeal, I do not agree that the council lacked a
coordinated plan. Racial control through the restriction of movement was always the coordinated
plan among white Americans who emigrated to Florida. It was one of the main justifications for
possessing the territory in the first place and an integral facet of settler colonialism. The
piecemeal nature of Florida’s slave codes can indeed be explained by responses to acute crises,
especially the perceived threat of Indian-black cooperation or slave insurrections. The sporadic
passage of specific laws, however, should not overshadow the calculated efforts of white
American men to exert racial control through daily encounters and community control. Indeed,
the presence of a robust white settler population and the execution of white supremacy through
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on-the-ground surveillance meant more to slave owners than abstract laws. As historian Joseph
C. Thompson states, “the letter of the slave code” should not be conflated with “the reality of its
enforcement.” Rather, Florida slavery, like other forms of southern slaveholding, “was an
institution based upon widely held assumptions regarding the relationship between whites and
blacks, labor and capital, plain folk and gentry, and the individual and the state.” Laws either
“mirrored [local] customs,” or were perceived as “nuisances, only to be enforced during times of
social unrest or economic hardship.”65 Thompson’s interpretation of these laws maps onto the
realities of white slaveowning in the borderlands of Florida. The frequent disregard to the laws
on the part of slaveowners demonstrates that whites trusted their own forms of control over black
men and women. The laws played a role in assuaging the fears of planters and slave owners, and
Middle Florida politicians passionately argued for these statutes, but they merely augmented an
already pervasive plan to enslave and restrict African men and women, especially those in
Middle Florida. In essence, the plan to make Florida a haven for African slavery and increased
white settlement represented the coordinated plan known as settler colonialism. Slave codes
merely signaled a recommitment to that plan.
Despite the controversies over the enforcement of the slave codes, Middle Florida
politicians stridently passed restrictive measures that they thought beneficial for the continued
success of settler colonialism in Florida and the erasure of the borderlands. The slave codes
further conveyed the ambivalence that white Floridians had towards black bodies in their midst.
They needed black labor, but inherently distrusted black mobility and feared black existence in a
racial borderland. The most extensive codes, passed in 1828, comprised the “Act relating to
Crimes and Misdemeanors committed by Slaves, free Negroes, and Mulattoes.” This act,
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composed of sixty-three sections, severely limited the movement and activity of African men and
women throughout Florida, including their presence in the marketplace. As Joseph C. Thompson
states, the 1828 measures prohibited black men and women from “selling their labor, owning
property (both real and personal), or trading without the written permission of their owners.” The
1828 act also instituted pass laws that forbade enslaved people from traveling without a pass
written by their masters. The codes listed penalties for whites who were complicit in the truancy
of enslaved individuals. White Floridians in Middle Florida were already accustomed to such
proscriptions, but the 1828 measures enabled them to further surveil their human property and
implicate other whites in the practice.66
The limits on free people of color, however, are the most telling regarding the
widespread, coordinated plan to restrict and control black movement in Florida. The 1828 act
“required free blacks to pay an annual head tax of $10, register with local magistrates, and select
a white guardian to function as their representative in all legal matters.” Further legislation made
the lives of free people of color more cumbersome throughout the 1820s and 1830s. An 1829 law
prohibited manumission of enslaved Africans, and the 1839 St. Joseph Constitution prohibited
any free black or mulatto individuals from entering the territory at all. Free people of color,
according to white Floridians, threatened the institution of slavery that was so vital to the
continued prosperity of the territory. For white Americans living in Middle Florida, the only
suitable black or mulatto resident was one hemmed in by the feeble boundaries white society
instituted. The surveillance and control of black access, then, was a vital part of the process of
americanization for residents of Middle Florida.
Elite white southerners played an overwhelmingly vital role in bringing white settler
colonialism to Florida. They focused on improving not only white mobility but also making
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white rootedness and settlement the primary goal of development of the territory. These white
slaveowning elites, however, also threw themselves into molding the racial borderlands of
Florida into a racially restrictive slavocracy intent on restricting the physical agency of black
Floridians. Wealthy whites, however, were not the only group obsessed with remaking the
Florida borderlands into a haven for white settlement. Poor whites and small farmers also used
their movement to and settlement in Florida to reify their presumed access to land, resources, and
racial superiority, despite their meager property holdings.
“I Wanted Niggers”: Florida Plain-Folk
White men of more modest means also attempted to make their mark on the borderlands
of Florida. Often journeying from Georgia or the Carolinas, upstart families or single young men
made their way to Florida, believing that the territory “provided opportunity for those who were
resourceful enough to take advantage of the varying circumstances offered by frontier life.”
Although some families settled in the plantation belt of Middle Florida, plain-folk or “cracker”
families found East Florida far more open to modest settlement. Some cracker men or families
already owned land or slaves in their home states, but many were just starting out on their search
for mastery. Florida’s boosters and politicians were all too eager to help upstarts gain land and
slaves. The future of the territory rested upon the presence of white settlers who could also
control the physical movement of nonwhite peoples. Indeed, the drive for Florida’s annexation
began under the guise of opening up land for farmers but with a decided emphasis on racial
control. Although men of influence used the small farmer as a symbol of Florida’s importance to
the union, poor to middling whites in Florida sometimes found themselves mired in economic
dependence on elites. These modest white settlers expressed self-consciousness over their
dependence on the largesse of large landowners, especially because their racial identity was at
stake. Dependence signified the opposite of whiteness and the republican ideal. As Edward
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Baptist states, “To be in the position of taking orders, as tenant or employee, from another person
suggested slavery, blackness, and femininity.” For small farming families and young upstarts,
land ownership and racial control became the driving goals for their own version of
development, even if it meant temporary dependence for them and their families. Although
yeoman visions for Florida revolved around individual or local needs, their search for control
over native and black bodies was as powerful as that of Middle Florida’s powerful planters. The
concerns of plain folk, then, complemented the overall settler colonial project for Florida and the
effort to resolve the borderlands in favor of complete white American control and eliminate any
middle ground for nonwhites.67
James M. Denham argues that the class of white Americans referred to as plain-folk or
cracker actually encompassed a demographically diverse collection of people. According to his
studies of Florida crackers, small-scale slaveowners could be lumped into the designation, as
could non-slaveowning farmers, non-landholding wage earners, and squatters. Though southern
historians especially have debated the composition of this group for decades, I consider
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Denham’s articulation of cracker or plain-folk most useful for the Florida territory. Indeed,
Florida represented an area in which fortune and opportunity were relative terms. In addition, the
precarious nature of settlement meant that the lines separating these groups could shift from year
to year, or even more frequently. Denham argues instead that “the class lines separating all
southern plain folk were as unclear as they were artificial.” What mattered instead was a racial
and cultural framework built on white superiority, “a powerful sense of family and extended kin
networks,” and a “vigorous streak of individualism.” They frequently resolved community
conflicts internally and without formal jurisprudence. They were also somewhat nomadic,
particularly for those involved in the cattle and hog trade. Most Florida crackers lived a
decidedly subsistence-based lifestyle, which suited their individualism. Some, however, did not
mind involving themselves in the larger networks of capital and influence in the territory. For the
individuals who desired more than a hand-to-mouth existence and a life on society’s margins,
obtaining power over land and people signaled true frontier independence.68 Thus, in many ways,
Florida crackers played a role in augmenting the settler colonial project in Florida. They, too,
demanded rigid racial boundaries that benefitted their particular vision of settlement and
privileged mobility.
Squatting was the dominant mode of living for cracker whites. Families or individuals set
up crude cabins and small farms on either private or public land. As Baptist shows in his work on
Leon and Jefferson counties, large landowners frequently sent notices to absentee neighbors or
relatives that squatters had moved onto their land in the owners’ absence.69 Achille Murat also
commented on the efficiency with which squatters could establish a homestead in Middle
Florida, often finding himself “astonished to see a good hut there, a field of cattle, and some
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poultry, the wife spinning cotton, the husband destroying the trees.”70 East Florida, however,
offered better prospects for squatting on public land, as the region possessed an undeveloped and
barely surveyed interior. For cracker families, the ease of moving to a suitable destination was
their main concern. Observers frequently commented on seeing wagonloads of families and their
meager worldly possessions traveling the Florida countryside in search of land that would sustain
them. The Comte de Castelnau remarked in 1838 that plain-folk families would merely “settle in
the first place that they find vacant.” Floridian Frank Hatheway also learned from a cracker
family that they aimed to “’sit down’ at the first place that pleased them.”71 The reminiscences of
George Gillett Keen provide a firsthand account of how squatting functioned in territorial East
Florida. Keen’s family, under the direction of patriarch William Henry Keen, settled outside of
the settlement of Alligator (present day Lake City) in Columbia County in October of 1830.
After traveling from Georgia, William Keen “poured [George] out with the rest of the children
down at the root of a pine tree” seven miles north of Alligator and decided to call the spot home.
Keen’s 1899 reminiscences averred that Alligator and its environs provided “no scarsety” of
food and there was a “perfect union of society, one man was considered just as good as another if
not a little better, it was just so with women.”72
These romantic depictions of plain-folk squatting and settlement, from both elites and
crackers themselves, demonstrate the underlying assumptions about white access to land and
rootedness that drove Florida’s white settler colonial society. Squatters could be idealized
because, though they may have lacked elite manners, their bold acquisition of land best
illustrated the connections between whiteness, resources, and settlement in the Florida
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borderlands. Squatting existed throughout American history long before the opening of Florida
as an American possession. Indeed, the very nature of the expansion of the United States relied
on American assumptions about the right to claim territory. Florida was no exception to this
phenomenon. The Florida borderlands represented yet another space where white American men
could exercise their independence and mastery over the continent. In many ways, however,
Florida was exceptional. It possessed a long colonial history and a historical memory as a space
that needed to be tamed for issues of national security and economic prosperity. The ability for
white families of any background to settle and root themselves to the land amplified the power of
whiteness in the context of Florida’s racial borderlands. White plain-folk families acted upon
their presumed access to land, even land that other whites already claimed. Although many elites
castigated crackers as ignorant, violent, and crude, influential Floridians understood the
importance of giving preemption rights to these individuals. Richard Keith Call’s
aforementioned efforts to give preemption rights to squatters while he served in Congress
demonstrate that elites grasped the need for more white settlers to control the territory, regardless
of their background. Further legislation was passed in 1826 and 1830 giving migrants
preemption rights over land that they lived on and improved.73 The Armed Occupation Act of
1842 was the most strident preemption law passed in regard to Florida. Congress passed the act
as a war measure during the Second Seminole War (as will be discussed in the following
chapter). The act would give free land titles, up to 160 acres, to occupants who could prove
habitation and improvement for five years. The settler colonialism in Florida, then, relied upon
the cooperation of elites and plain-folk to control the landscape and codify white assumptions
about rootedness.
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Land comprised merely one component, however, of white power and independence.
Access to black bodies remained the ultimate expression of white control on the American
frontier. Cracker men felt the need to attain mastery and add black men and women to their list
of dependents. Once more, the reminiscences of Keen perfectly express the longing for racial
control that poor-to-middling white settlers experienced in East Florida. Keen was fortunate
enough to make the acquaintance of “rich men” in the area around Alligator. These men operated
successful cotton plantations in the area, and they contracted with Keen to take them on hunting
trips because he was “a natural born pioneer with a thorough knowledge of the woods, and was a
crack shot.” Keen took great pride in knowing that his superior grasp of the landscape “put [him]
in the swim,” so to speak. Keen’s acquaintance with these landed men of wealth, however,
exposed him to some measure of social debt. Although Keen beamed with the knowledge that he
possessed superior outdoor skills, he still fell under the category of employee with these men, if
only for a brief time.
Keen felt increasingly self-conscious, however, over his meager number of enslaved
dependents. As the hunting group sat around a campfire one night, the conversation inevitably
turned to farming and overseers. Keen listened to them say “I’ve got the best overseer I ever had;
another would say, my overseer is a worthless fellow, a third would say I am pretty well satisfied
with my overseer, and so on.” Keen, however, “[sat] there like a bump on a log.” He had only a
few slaves, “but not enough to have an overseer; that’s what worried me.” Keen felt only envy,
as he
never wanted anything worse in my life than I wanted a plantation of niggers so I
could talk about my overseer. I had some niggers, but not enough to have an
overseer; that’s what worried me. When hunting time come round I was in but
when overseer talk was the topic of the day I was ten feet about high water mark
on dry land.
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George Keen, though single, still possessed dependents due to his ownership of a few slaves.
Having another white man in his employ, however, would have provided him increased power
and influence. Access to an overseer signaled not only power over another white man but also
power over enough enslaved people and land to warrant increased surveillance. Keen’s
desperation to gain access to these trappings of mastery grew so powerful that he almost married
a rich widow whom he did not love simply because she was worth $75,000. Even the specter of
submitting to a powerful woman did not deter Keen from his goal of finding enough wealth to
employ an overseer. Keen’s reminiscences portray the episode in a humorous light, but the drive
for increased power via the access to black men and women represented an all too serious desire
for cracker men.74
Though the dream of employing an overseer captivated the poor to middling white men
who longed to achieve independence in Florida, sometimes the act of becoming an overseer
represented a viable avenue to the goal of mastery. Middle Florida’s booming plantation district
offered a good deal of work for emigrant men trying to accumulate enough capital to purchase
their own land and slaves. The preponderance of eager overseers, however, allowed slaveowners
to “[hire and fire] them in a seemingly never-ending effort to find the most capable men to
manage their holdings.”75 In the case of George Noble Jones’ two Leon County plantations, El
Destino and Chemonie, Jones went through at least ten overseers between the 1840s and 1850s.76
Overseeing allowed landless white men to assert their whiteness and access to black bodies
despite being in a dependent role themselves. The overseers on Jones’ plantations forcefully
affirmed their access to black men and women on multiple occasions. D.N. Moxley, originally
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from Georgia, took over the management of El Destino in 1854 and nearly lost his life due to his
cruel and exacting restriction of the enslaved residents. In one harrowing incident, an enslaved
man named Aberdeen nearly killed Moxley with an axe over Moxley’s excessive punishment of
Aberdeen. Overseer John Evans, however, freely made use of his access to enslaved women,
fathering at least two enslaved children at Chemonie, possibly with an enslaved woman listed as
Little Maria. 77 Jones eventually interceded, censuring Evans in 1855 and dismissing him the
following year. Moxley and Evans demonstrate white Americans’ presumptions about their right
to control nonwhites. Once more, such control and access to black bodies had profound
ramifications in a space that seemingly necessitated increased white intervention. Whites
perceived the Florida borderlands as racially lawless; extreme punishment and flagrant access to
black peoples, especially women, signaled an earnest commitment to taming that borderland and
reaffirming white supremacy. Plantation owners and overseers alike, then, played important roles
in reifying settler colonialism in that context.
Although East Florida did not boast the same high concentration of plantations as Middle
Florida, landless white men could still find overseer labor. Plantation owners in the region,
however, could be even more selective in whom they employed as managers. Moses Elias Levy,
a former Spanish citizen of Jewish decent, employed a formidable manager when he hired
Reuben Charles to oversee his Pilgrimage Plantation, located in Alachua County. Born in
Morocco in 1782, Levy eventually made his way to Cuba and then to Florida as a Spanish
subject. He founded his plantation as a Jewish haven, and he hoped to attract other Jewish
settlers to the area. Sugar became the plantation’s cash crop. Levy hired Reuben Charles in 1823
to “take charge of Levy’s plantation called Pilgrimage and manage it as a good planter ought

77

Phillips and Glunt, Florida Plantation Records, 24-26.
121

to.”78 Charles worked for Levy for approximately three years, acting as overseer, manager, and
occasionally as Levy’s personal agent in business transactions, per the request of Levy’s
attorney, Davis Floyd. Charles performed the usual tasks of overseeing, but Levy also expected
him to cater to his son, Elias, when he was in the area. According to one letter, Levy instructed
Charles to “furnish [Elias] with all the Eggs, Milk, Butter & vegetables, Meat & any provisions
he may deem necessary for his house. He will have one negro woman to wait on him and
occasionally to make use of any man for his errands.”79 Charles also surveyed part of Levy’s
extensive grant of land that he co-owned with a member of the Arredondo family. Levy
promised a quit claim deed to two hundred of the 58,400 acres for Charles’ surveying services.80
Levy clearly appreciated Charles’ multitude of skills as an overseer and manager, but he also
understood that Charles ultimate goal was landed independence. Charles’ lack of control over the
enslaved workers at the Pilgrimage, however, may have led to his undoing. Frequent runaway
attempts might have precipitated Charles’ dismissal in late 1826. Correspondence between
Charles, Levy, and Floyd demonstrates Levy’s frustration with a number of runaway attempts.
Levy went so far as to instruct Charles to either keep some slaves in chains in perpetuity or sell
them outright. After his dismissal, Charles rented a plantation of his own, purchased and rented
some slaves, and opened a trading post in present day Suwannee county. Managing Levy’s
plantation allowed Reuben Charles to accumulate some capital, connections, and land in order to
secure financial independence for himself and his family. This temporary state of dependence
represented merely a way station to the dream of rootedness that Charles desired.
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Although some white men found temporary situations of dependence acceptable, the
majority of cracker men and their families rejected the idea of being obligated to someone
wealthier, even if it offered the ability to control dozens of black men and women. These
families instead farmed small plots, worked alongside any slaves that they owned, and generally
subsisted outside of populated towns. Many contemporary commenters remarked on the
independent streak that ran through cracker families. Murat, for instance, stated that he had seen
some cracker families “quit a district as soon as it becomes peopled,” preferring instead to live
on the margins of society. “I have seen them, after a few days sojourn, abandon their dwelling
for the slightest cause,” Murat further remarked. The ability of cracker families to pack up and
try their luck elsewhere once more points to their presumed right to property and their fierce
independence. The Comte de Castelnau also described cracker families as “accustomed to living
alone in the woods,” a trait he equated with “savages with whom [crackers] are in constant
contact.” Indeed, cracker life on the margins and their propensity to sudden migration signaled
traits that many found comparable to those of native peoples. Many elites did not favor such
behavior on the part of cracker families. Indeed, it fomented ever more anxiety in a racial
borderland typified by mobile nonwhites. Elites preferred plain folk families that stayed rooted in
place, created settler homesteads, and strove for mastery. Settled cracker families performed
valuable labor for creating Florida’s settler colonial society; mobile crackers, however, could
threaten the racial assumptions upon which whites built that society.
The diverse group of settlers who comprised the cracker class in Florida came from
various socio-economic backgrounds, but many aspired to the wealth and independence
promised by the newly acquired Florida territory. Such wealth, however, became increasingly
synonymous with large slaveowning plantation operations and access to black bodies. Cracker
whites were all too eager to envelop themselves in slaveowning society that prioritized their
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whiteness, even going so far as to make themselves temporarily dependent on the largesse of
slaveowners to build their capital and augment their whiteness via control of black men, women,
and children. Modest southern settlers in Florida, then, incorporated themselves into the
bourgeoning white settler colonial society of the Florida borderlands. Migrants from the North,
however, exhibited more complex negotiations with the Americanizing process taking place in
the peninsula.
“One Cannot But Succeed if One is Industrious”: Northerners in Florida
In 1826, twenty-three-year-old Bostonian Ralph Waldo Emerson departed his native city
to seek respite from his “oppressions and pangs” brought on by the chilly climate. Finding
Charleston, South Carolina still too cold, Emerson fled further south to St. Augustine. Emerson
vacillated between romantic admiration of the “oldest town of Europeans in North America” and
what he viewed as the deplorable habits of the men and women who resided in the former capital
of Spanish Florida.81 Indeed, although Florida was an American territory, the peninsula still held
exotic fascinations for northern travelers and settlers. Northerners like Emerson often held
ambivalent attitudes toward their surroundings in Florida. The surviving records of northern
travelers and settlers expose the assumptions about settlement, race, and power that brought them
to Florida. Though some visitors like Ralph Waldo Emerson did not stay in Florida, the majority
of northern whites in Florida strove to plant literal and figurative roots in the sandy soil of
Florida, believing fervently in the wealth to be gained from the territory through various
enterprises, including black slavery. White northerners easily adapted to the white settler colonial
venture taking place in Florida. Florida offered success and prosperity, but it was also a racial
borderland that historically offered agency to native and black peoples. Northerners may have
brought their own complex racial, political, and economic principles with them to Florida, but
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the exigencies of mobility and access in the Florida borderlands could sometimes alter these
values, ultimately aligning them with white settler colonialism.
Although the annexation of Florida emerged as a southern rallying cry, northern-born
citizens began taking advantage of the United States’ newest addition almost immediately after
the cession of the territory in 1821. Many northern strangers to Florida, like Emerson, braved the
journey because they considered it essential for their health. Indeed, the first so-called tourism
boom in Florida revolved around the treatment of tuberculosis and other ailments believed to be
compounded by cold weather. Northern men and women of means ventured south in order to
find relief for their illnesses.82 Florida boosters and promoters took advantage of the health
tourism fad and glorified Florida’s supposedly healthful climate. Dr. William Simmons of St.
Augustine praised the “extraordinary salubrity and amenity” of the city in his Notices of East
Florida.83 Rachel Jackson, the wife of one-time Florida governor Andrew Jackson, remarked
upon the number of visitors who took advantage of the climate in Pensacola in 1821.84 The town
of Key West also provided the warm and breezy climate suitable for the treatment of
consumptive ailments. One anonymous ailing author’s account of his stay in Key West, entitled
A Winter in the West Indies and Florida, commented on the number of visitors from
Pennsylvania and New York also looking for a remedy for their illnesses.85
Small-scale health tourism in Florida presaged what would become a booming tourism
industry that once more held important meanings for race, movement, and American control of
Florida. Part of what made northern visits to Florida possible were the concurrent changes in
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transportation, leisure, and disposable income. The Market Revolution wrought many of these
changes, and long-term, long-distance travel became a more attainable lifestyle for greater
numbers of individuals.86 Such travel, however, also rested on the assumption of white access to
space and the ability of white movement to Americanize the territory. White Americans
exercised the privileges of their whiteness to not only settle North America but also to travel it in
a transitory fashion. Mobility geared toward leisure would grow in the nineteenth century as a
representation of middle class whiteness and would ultimately become the effective means
through which whites would erase the Florida borderlands, as will be discussed in a later chapter.
This mobility, however, was set apart from the illicit mobility of blacks and natives and the
disruptive mobility of cracker families. In the case of tourism, then, the meaning of mobility
could shift from racially ambiguous and low-class to a representation of wealth and power.
Despite the later centrality of tourism to Florida’s prosperity in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, health tourism of the early nineteenth century did not become an
integral part of Florida’s plans for americanization for a variety of reasons. First, though travel
gradually became more efficient, it was still the domain of the elite and privileged. The
American middle class would not be fully formed enough, nor have the leisure time necessary
for long distance travel, until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Second, white
settler colonial ideology was far more entrenched during the period of domestic expansion in the
early nineteenth century. Whites deemed settlement the most potent and effective form of
mobility in taming borderland spaces. Travel in the borderlands served as a means to the ultimate
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end of rootedness. Finally, in more practical terms, many towns simply did not have the
infrastructure to accommodate the northern visitors involved in health tourism. St. Augustine, for
example, did not possess a dedicated hotel until 1835. Emerson also derided the “lazy people”
and intolerable housekeeping he found in the city.87 John James Audubon likewise referred to St.
Augustine as the “poorest hole in Creation.” An anonymous traveler lamented the dearth of
amenities offered by the town as well, calling the location “small and dull.”88 Much of the
derision toward St. Augustine, however, owed to the continued presence of Spanish residents,
according to Emerson. He found the Spanish citizens of St. Augustine to be averse to working,
preferring to have their slaves perform every chore imaginable. Indeed, Emerson remarked that
the town imported all of its hay from the north, despite the fact that “forty miles” from the city he
found “the richest crop of grass growing untouched.” He surmised that the existence of
unharvested hay was due to the fact that “there is no scythe in St. Augustine, and if there were,
no man who knows how to use one!”89 Northern travelers to East Florida frequently remarked on
the initial lack of cultivation or improvement in the area, which they blamed on the Spanish.
Northern visitors consistently articulated a set of culturally informed standards concerning access
to housing, amenities, and hospitality.
A number of northern visitors to Florida found the lack of amenities and infrastructure to
be a lucrative opportunity. Like the southern men who brought their capital and influence to
Middle Florida, northern emigrants to Florida began to build the infrastructure necessary for
Florida’s future prosperity. The infrastructure they built, however, was always intended to foster
the further immigration and access of other white Americans. Northern investors in East Florida,
like the wealthy southern investors in Middle Florida, consumed themselves with bolstering
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systems of capital, transportation, and land acquisition. The Florida Association of New York,
for instance, set about selling off Don Arredondo’s massive land grant in East Florida in 1822.
They tried to lure New York residents to purchase tracts of the Arredondo grant, thus increasing
white settlement and business ventures in the territory.90 In St. Augustine, powerful northernborn emigrants pushed for canals and railroads to more quickly distribute commercial products
from the town. William Simmons became an early leader in such schemes. He was involved in
the Planters and Citizens Company, which “organized to build a canal south from the Matanzas
River to the Halifax River.” Simmons also formed the St. Augustine and Picolata Rail Road
Company in 1836. He did so with the assistance of New York transplants Dr. Andrew Anderson
and Peter Sken Smith, who established the Southern Life Insurance and Trust Company in 1835.
Southern Life provided much needed capital for the plantation agriculture in East Florida.91
Northern-born settlers also eagerly engaged in the agricultural industry of East Florida. In St.
Augustine and its environs, sea island cotton, sugar, and citrus remained the dominant cash
crops. The area around Jacksonville also became an important citrus center, leading to the
establishment of the settlement of Mandarin, named for the exotic orange. Anderson actually
ventured from New York City in order to start his own citrus groves, in addition to his land
speculation schemes.92 The banks of the St. Johns River in East Florida also offered perfect land
for the raising of cash crops. Indeed, Spanish settlers established plantations on the river long
before the cession. Boosters attempted to lure northerners to the area to make up for the dearth of
settlers. John Lee Williams described the vast number of abandoned plantations present in the
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territory due to Indian hostilities, and he pronounced that “it is very desirable that these should
be re-occupied by an industrious and enterprising population.” Williams admitted that
“emigrants from the slave holding states” would quickly occupy such abandoned locations, but
he went on to state that “we can see no good reason why the northern farmers, mechanics and
merchants should not share in the enterprise.”93
A substantial number of northern men and women did take advantage of the prospects
that Florida plantation life offered, including the ability to control black bodies. As shown above,
northern emigrants brought their education, mores, and values with them, including their
assumptions about race and their access to black bodies. Although even contemporary observers,
such as John Lee Williams, tended to think of the emancipated north as more solidly antislavery, many northerners who ventured to Florida easily acclimated to the slave society in the
peninsula. In addition, although middle-class women in the north sometimes participated in
reform movements, including the abolition and anti-slavery movements, many of the women
who came to the Florida territory found themselves far from horrified by the slavery they
witnessed. Indeed, they actively participated in the forced labor of black men and women. The
Brown family of Portsmouth, New Hampshire demonstrate some of these prevailing trends of
northern transplants to frontier Florida. Captain Elihu Dearing Brown, a well-known and
successful privateer, married Elizabeth Dearing in 1806. Captain Brown died in 1819 and
Elizabeth followed in 1832. The couple left five surviving children: daughters Ellen and Corinna,
and sons Mannevillette, Charles, and George. Four of the Brown children, excepting
Mannevillette, moved to Florida in 1835 to join their aunt Delia who had recently married Dr.
James Hall of Mandarin. Hall owned a plantation he named La Grange, and he cultivated citrus
and other crops. The decision to move to Florida was also a result of Corinna’s health. Her

93

John Lee Williams, The Florida Reader, 76.
129

physician thought the climate would improve her health. Hall gifted adjoining acreage to Ellen,
Corinna, and Charles, and “soon the three siblings were experimenting with crops, including
citrus, mulberry trees for silk culture, and cotton.”94 George Brown would eventually settle in
Newnansville and establish a small plantation.
The Brown children grew quite accustomed to relying on the labor of enslaved men and
women. Indeed, as Brown family biographers James M. Denham and Keith L. Huneycutt state,
the family “shared the mainstream opinion of southerners and northerners that blacks were
inferior and that the institution of slavery in the hands of paternalistic whites was beneficial to
both races.”95 The sisters especially found themselves at home in southern slave society. They
“married southern men and adjusted easily to southern institutions.”96 The letters written by
Ellen and Corinna to their brother Mannevillette demonstrate their racist views regarding black
men and women. First, they viewed African peoples as essentially dangerous, especially in light
of Florida’s continuing Indian hostilities. The sisters would live through arguably the most
dangerous period of Florida history, the Second Seminole War. Ellen and Corinna, like other
Florida settlers, linked the continuing Indian presence to the specter of slave rebellion. Corinna’s
December 22, 1835 letter to Mannevillette stated as much, indicating that “[t]here was some
alarm that the negroes should rise & fight with the Indians.”97 Corinna echoed the sentiment
again in the summer of 1836, averring that the “horrors of St. Domingo” would visit Florida
“should the slaves rise about this time.”98
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Second, the Brown family also viewed African people as essentially untrustworthy and
inferior in work habits. Although the family did not own a great number of enslaved men and
women, the siblings thought themselves experts on the character of black men and women. In an
1836 letter to “Manne,” Ellen chided her brother for his supposedly uninformed view of “slaves
and negroes.” She stated that a slave “will more than pay for himself – a free negro won’t work
at all either for love or money.” Ellen’s justification for this view rested on belief that free black
men “are uneducated men of the lowest order of intellect and with their ambition necessarily
confined to their grade.” Furthermore, she vowed that “their pride consists in their exemption
from the obligation from doing a task.” Ellen’s exposition to her brother demonstrates the
prevailing view in Florida at the time that African men and women could not be trusted to have
free access to the fruits of their labor because of their inferior status. Indeed, to Ellen and her ilk,
the only productive African person was one whose access was limited by bondage. The Brown
sisters’ fear and derision toward black people’s access to mobility and freedom was also evident
in an 1836 letter from Corinna to their brother in Ithaca. Corinna mocked Ithaca society by
stating that, unlike the upstate New York town, “they don’t let the negroes come to table” in
Florida.99 Although the Brown sisters hailed from the supposedly more racially open society of
New England, they readily accepted the racially restrictive atmosphere of the Florida frontier.
Their willingness to accept and incorporate into their lives the restriction of black men and
women possibly resulted from their settlement in the territory rather than merely visiting Florida.
Indeed, comparing the views of Ellen and Corinna to Ralph Waldo Emerson shows that northern
views on slavery could be diverse but could also result from the different circumstances between
travel and settlement. Emerson’s juxtaposition of a Bible Meeting and a slave auction in St.
Augustine revealed his disgust with the hypocrisy of southern slave society. His temporary stay
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in the town may have contributed to this view. The Brown sisters, however, settled in the
territory amidst uncertainty and danger. The peril of the Florida borderlands possibly hardened
their views towards nonwhites, and they became fervent supporters of Florida’s white settler
colonial systems of racial control of movement.
The Brown sisters also shared the northern disgust for Florida’s poor infrastructure and
lack of suitable amenities; however, they enthusiastically anticipated the promised prosperity of
the territory. Ellen and Corinna found themselves unimpressed with Jacksonville and St.
Augustine, the two largest towns in East Florida at the time. The residents of East Florida,
according to Corinna, “are as rough as their houses,” except for the “very agreeable” “invalids
from the north.” Although the Brown sisters did not immediately take to their new surroundings
with delight, they fervently believed in the potential of Florida to become a paradise. Corinna
vowed to Mannevillette that Mandarin “will yet be the brightest spot on the St. Johns [river].”
The railroad would especially improve the area in which the Brown sisters initially settled,
according to Corinna. Ellen Brown also looked forward to the improvement of the Florida
territory. She had “no doubt that [Florida] is improving fast and, that property will be valuable
here by and by when the rail road is built.” The Brown siblings’ surety of their own success in
Florida also resulted from Dr. Hall’s assurances that one “cannot but succeed if [one] is
industrious.”100 Once again, new settlers to Florida hailed white American industry as the saving
grace of the new territory.
As demonstrated above, white northern visitors to Florida privileged their own mobility
and settlement in the landscape of Florida. They denigrated the efforts of their Spanish forbearers
to develop the territory and heralded the potential promised by American, especially northern,
capital. In actuality, northern migrants to Florida relied heavily upon the labor of enslaved men
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and women, demonstrating that northern-born transplants did not always shy away from the
institution of racial slavery. They brought their own visions of racial restriction with them to the
Florida territory. In addition, their goals for Florida necessitated the eradication of the native
groups who inhabited the landscape, much like the southerners who also attempted to reap profit
from the peninsula. Indeed, the northerners who established roots in Florida rapidly came to
share in the white settler colonial project in Florida.
“The Preservation of Our Southern Property”: Colonial Holdovers in Florida
When America assumed possession of Florida in 1821, Andrew Jackson, acting as
American governor of Florida, demanded that the former Spanish governor of West Florida, Don
José María Callava, provide government documents to the new American administration.
Callava, a decorated officer, requested that Jackson issue a formal request for the documents,
rather than a personal entreaty. Jackson’s incredulity at what he viewed as Callava’s
impertinence exploded on the night of August 22, 1821. Jackson’s men, Callava stated, “broke
down my fences, scaled my house and entered my chamber with naked bayonets in their hands.”
The soldiers then marched Callava to Jackson’s residence, where the general, “with all the
furiousness of a person bereaved of his judgment or desperate, …with heavy knocks on a table,
and the most violent gestures, ordered me to deliver the papers.” After much haranguing, Callava
returned to his home to find his possessions ransacked, including his own sealed correspondence.
Callava waged a war in the press to censure Jackson and his lieutenants. Callava eventually left
Pensacola, with Jackson swearing to imprison Callava if he ever returned.101
The Callava Affair, as the incident came to be known, epitomized the injured sentiments
of many Spanish citizens after the transfer of Florida. The Spanish Floridians who refused to live
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under American dominion most commonly retreated to Havana and left their Florida possessions
to be disposed of by their agents. They recognized the stark differences between Spanish and
American plans for the development of the peninsula. Indeed, American officials and elites made
known their plans for the economy and racial systems of Florida. A once fluid Spanish racial
code would instead be replaced by American racial slavery. In addition, some Spanish subjects
may have resented American assumptions about Spanish competence in running the territory.
For decades white Americans assailed Spanish laxity in policing the territory. They denigrated
Spanish culture in the cities of Pensacola and St. Augustine, much like Ricketts and Emerson as
described above.
Unlike the injured and incensed Callava, some Spanish subjects greeted American control
with optimism and wanted to assist in American development. They eagerly involved themselves
in territorial politics and schemes for American settlement. Many Spanish holdovers also
benefitted from and upheld the more rigid slave system that demanded increased control and
surveillance of their slave property. In sum, Spanish settlers assisted in creating the infrastructure
that would accommodate white settler colonialism. They recognized the potential wealth to be
had from these ventures. Although their racial views sometimes varied from American standards,
former Spanish subjects proved essential to the americanization of Florida, especially in
restricting the access of nonwhite peoples.102
Former Spanish subjects quickly occupied positions in the new territorial government and
took oaths of loyalty to the United States. José Mariano Hernandez, though not originally from a
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prominent family, eventually became a fixture among Florida politics in the territorial period.
Hernandez’s parents claimed Minorcan ancestry and escaped to St. Augustine after fleeing from
Andrew Turnbull’s infamous New Smyrna plantation, known for its labor exploitation.103
Hernandez married a wealthy widow named Ana Hill Williams in 1814. From Ana, Hernandez
secured a 3,200-acre sugar plantation named Orange Grove. He would later acquire two other
plantations, Mala Compra and St. Joseph Plantation. Hernandez would also secure land grants
from the Spanish government for his defense of St. Augustine in the Patriot War and the First
Seminole War. By the time of Florida’s transfer, Hernandez had accumulated significant wealth
and status. He wasted no time in ingratiating himself with the new American officials. He
became a favorite of governor William Pope Duval, who appointed Hernandez to the territorial
legislative council. Hernandez, who thereafter went by Joseph Marion, also went to Washington
as a delegate from East Florida, becoming the first Hispanic-American to serve in Congress.
Although Hernandez’s role in Congress was limited, he embarked on a “four-pronged legislative
agenda” for Florida that included internal improvements, confirming Spanish land grants,
helping Florida’s economic recovery after the Patriot and First Seminole wars, and “fostering
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relations among U.S. settlers and the remaining Spanish elites, Indians, and territorial
authorities.”104
Much like Richard Keith Call, Hernandez saw his service in Congress as an attempt to
secure the infrastructure that would foster white settler colonialism in Florida, though the men
would differ in some important policies. Call and Hernandez both viewed the infrastructure of
transportation as an important facet of increasing American settlement in the territory. Americanbuilt roads would foster white modes of travel throughout the territory, increase trade within the
peninsula, and help develop the interior for increased white settlement. Hernandez’s most far
reaching internal improvement proposition was a road linking St. Augustine to Pensacola, a
project that he assured John C. Calhoun would allow for a fast track to statehood.105 Call and
Hernandez, however, differed on the status of Spanish land grants. Call wanted to invalidate the
land grants, while Hernandez, a recipient of such patronage, wanted to ensure the legitimacy of
those titles.
Hernandez’s most important role, however, precipitated the restriction of the Seminole
Indians in the territory. He helped bring together Seminole leaders in at Moultrie Creek below St.
Augustine in order to negotiate their removal to a reservation in the central portion of the
peninsula. Although Hernandez had friendly relations with Seminole Indians, he wholeheartedly
believed that their access to the landscape of Florida should be restricted.106 He agreed with
American officials and investors who felt that the progress of Florida could not occur until the
Seminoles relinquished their claims to the land and resources of the peninsula. Hernandez felt so
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strongly about the removal of the Seminole Indians that he would take up arms against them in
the Second Seminole War.
José Simeon Sanchez, another Spanish holdover in St. Augustine, earned appointments
and commendations from the new American regime in Florida. Sanchez was the son of Francis
Xavier Sanchez and Maria del Carmen Hill. Maria’s family lived in Edgefield, South Carolina
and claimed English lineage. José, therefore, was of mixed Spanish and English ancestry. The
Sanchez family held significant acreage in the St. Augustine area, including a number of
plantations. Francis Sanchez defended St. Augustine during the Patriot War, but upon American
assumption of the territory, José, who thereafter went by Joseph Sanchez, quickly involved
himself in the protection of American interests. Governor Duval appointed and promoted him to
officer positions in the Florida volunteer militia, eventually ending up as a Lieutenant Colonel.
He also held the positions of sheriff of St. Johns County and Marshall of East Florida. Sanchez
also played a role in the St. Joseph Convention, the constitutional convention for the hopeful
state of Florida. Although Sanchez held great pride for his hometown of St. Augustine, much like
Joseph Hernandez, he advocated for the unification of the Floridas and for statehood. No doubt
Joseph Sanchez viewed statehood as the best hope for the prosperity of Florida in the long
term.107
The economic development of the territory united the former Spanish subjects and the
new American settlers of Florida, but racial views could sometimes set the two populations at
odds, potentially threatening the privileged access of whites to the landscape. The life of planter
Zephaniah Kingsley, Jr. encapsulated the turbulent and complex melding of colonial standards of
race and the imposition of American forms of black bondage. As mentioned in the previous
chapter, Kingsley pledged fealty to the Spanish crown in return for generous land grants on the

107

“Colonel Joseph S. Sanchez,” Folder 1, Sanchez Family Papers, UF.
137

St. Johns river. His estate grew to twelve holdings by the 1830s, including a few hundred
slaves.108 Kingsley, a former slave trader, attained his wealth through cotton and sugar cane
agriculture on his many estates in East Florida. Kingsley, however, was also the patriarch of a
large family of “mulatto” children. His wife, Anna Madgigine Jai, was a princess from the Wolof
kingdom of Africa, whom Kingsley met on one of his slaving expeditions.109 Zephaniah
Kingsley had numerous children with Anna, but he also conducted affairs with two enslaved
women, Flora Hanahan and Sarah Murphy. Although the children he fathered with Flora and
Sarah were born enslaved, Kingsley freed them and left them significant property in his will,
along with his children by Anna. He also considered Anna a formidable administrator of his
estates and plantation business. Kingsley, then, profited from the labor of enslaved Africans, but
also prided himself on the Afro-Scottish family he created. He gifted his children with property,
but, more importantly, he readily acknowledged them as his legal children. Indeed, the children
he fathered on his plantations “were freed, educated, and provided with property and protection,
as were their mothers.”110 In addition, Kingsley allowed for his enslaved workers to buy their
own freedom, even employing the task system of labor so that enslaved men and women could
work for their own wages in their spare time.
Kingsley balked at the increasing americanization of racial codes in Florida, a process
that historian Daniel Schafer refers to as the transition from a three-caste system to a two-caste
system. For example, as a member of the territorial legislative council, he attempted to defeat the
numerous laws against black access to property and space in Florida. Although he advocated for
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more lenient racial standards, however, Kingsley was also concerned with bolstering the security
of the slave system. In doing so, he still betrayed racialized thinking and a drive to enhance the
racial slavery so vital to white settler colonialism. He delivered an address to the legislative
council in 1826 that he hoped would persuade the other territorial delegates to embrace a racial
system wherein free people of color had rights to property and service in the militia. He based his
justification on beliefs in racial difference, the strength of the slave system, and the “preservation
of our southern property.” He explained that the south’s climate, and especially that of Florida,
“is unfavourable to the health and production of white people.” According to Kingsley, it was
Florida’s destiny to be “cultivated and brought unto perfection value by the labor of colored
people.” People of African origin, per Kingsley, exhibited “productive labor and cheerful
obedience” and could endure “heat and the sun’s Rays.” In a later meeting between Kingsley and
abolitionist female writer Lydia Maria Child, Kingsley further elaborated on his views about
African people. He assured Child that “the coloured race were superior to us, physically and
morally. They are more healthy, have more graceful forms, softer skins, and sweeter voices.”111
Kingsley’s views on African people showed a degree of complexity, but his arguments
ultimately strengthened American slavery in Florida. In order to protect the system of African
slavery in Florida, Kingsley posited that a class of free people of color “either black or sprung
from coloured women and white men” should be given rights and access to property. His
definition of free people of color evidenced a gendered standard of white access to black bodies.
White men had privileged access to black women, according to Kingsley’s words and actions.
He did not acknowledge the possibility of black men having access to white women and viceversa. Kingsley argued that giving free people of color the right to hold property would unite
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them in the same economic interests as white Floridians. Indeed, if free people of color could
own property, including slaves, they would be just as concerned about “preserving peace and
good order” and discouraging slave insurrections in the territory. Kingsley, then, advocated for
increased access to manumission for enslaved people in order to preserve the slave system in
perpetuity. His position stood in stark contrast to the Anti-Manumission Statute which the
territorial legislature would enact in 1829. Although Kingsley’s racial ideologies about access
proved more complex than those of the new American regime in Florida, Kingsley desired to
uphold and strengthen the institution that kept most African people in a restricted state of
existence.112
Zephaniah Kingsley, Jr. was a singular personality in a territory that desired conformity
to racial standards. Other former colonial subjects, however, did share some of his complex
views on race and access, if not his unique family life. One such individual was the
aforementioned Spanish-Jewish reformer Moses Elias Levy. Levy became acutely interested in
Florida while living in Havana, especially the recent acquisition of 289,000 acres by Don
Arredondo in the Alachua area of the colony. Levy began formulating a plan for establishing a
Jewish refuge in Florida, and contracted with Arredondo in 1819 to buy 52,900 acres of
Arredondo’s grant for $40,000. During this period, Arredondo tried to settle as much of his grant
as possible per the stipulations of the original grant. He did business with the newly founded
Florida Association of New York in 1822. Moses Levy was intimately involved in the
organization due to his passion for developing Florida into a prosperous American territory.113
He energetically developed the land he purchased, including building a road from his Alachua
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settlement to the town of Picolata, intent on making settlement more efficient for his future
residents. Levy envisioned an agricultural settlement geared toward the cultivation of sugar,
fruit, and other commodities. He named the settlement Pilgrimage Plantation. Levy, emboldened
by the new American drive for development, accumulated numerous other tracts of land in
Florida.114 He ardently desired to settle Europeans, even those not of Jewish decent, in Florida.
Indeed, his plans demonstrated a presumption that Europeans not only deserved the prosperity of
Florida but also that they possessed the skills necessary to truly develop the territory.
Levy frequently traveled to Europe, especially Great Britain, where he lectured on the
evils of slavery and advocated for abolition. Back on his Florida holdings, however, Levy
“realized that slave labor was absolutely essential in the wilderness and he therefore purchased
negroes for that purpose.”115 As discussed above, Levy employed plantation managers to control
his enslaved workers. By 1824, Levy had fifteen enslaved laborers at the Pilgrimage.116 When
the enslaved men and women on his plantation attempted to exercise their mobility and agency
by running away, Levy all too eagerly employed some of the evils of slavery that abolitionists
particularly abhorred. When a group of three men and one woman ran away from Pilgrimage
Plantation in 1824, Levy instructed one of the plantation’s managers or his own lawyer, Davis
Floyd, to hold the four absconding individuals in chains. Levy wanted two of the men, Harry and
Will, to “be chained and constrained so for a long time.” Levy demanded that Harry in particular
“is not to [be] out of chaines [sic] while he belongs to me.” The manager also had to keep the
other two runaways, Columbus and his wife, from communicating for at least one month. Moses
Levy also committed one of the cardinal sins of slavery, according to abolitionists. He used the
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sale of individuals as punishment for running away. Abolitionists particularly detested the sale of
human beings, particularly due to the effects on families. Levy sold two men, Daniel and Harry
(possibly the same Harry from the example above), after they ran away from Levy’s estate.
Davis Floyd, Levy’s attorney, admitted that “[t]hey were very unwilling to be sold and would
gladly have remained with Mr. Levy.” It is unknown if the two men did not want to be sold
because of family connections, but Levy remained unmoved by their entreaties.117 Levy’s
treatment of his slaves demonstrates the perceived necessity of enslaving and controlling black
men and women in Florida during the territorial period, despite Levy’s complicated views on
anti-slavery and his own commitment to Jewish liberation.
The process of americanization, then, affected the complexity of Spanish colonial society.
From the tremendous transformation of racial codes and customs to the individual changing of
names, American development erased much of former Spanish life in Florida. In its place
Americans and Spanish holdovers created a white settler colonial system that demanded white
access to movement and resources and a restrictive slave system.
Conclusion
The process of the americanization of Florida gave white settlers of various backgrounds
immense optimism for their various schemes. Political and social arrangements of access would
allow for increased white settlement and the swift procurement of wealth, according to Florida
newcomers. The government of the territory worked to divest native peoples of their land and
resources, and the imposition of American racial slavery onto the former colonial landscape
meant control over the African populations of the peninsula. Indeed, americanization was
synonymous with the restriction of nonwhite access in Florida.
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White American settlers had reason to feel secure in their plans to restrict nonwhite
peoples. The Seminoles moved onto their reservation land in 1823, and slaveowners wielded
significant power over the economic and political future of Florida. By 1835, however, the
inevitability of white access became less convincing. The Second Seminole War, initiated in
1835 by the Seminoles and Mikasukis, touched off a period of intense scrutiny concerning the
presumed white access to Florida. White settlers responded to the conflict by shoring up the
infrastructures of access that they thought would give them power over the landscape. The
conduct of the war, however, would sow deep anxieties about the American project in Florida.
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CHAPTER 3
“The Indians Are Scattering, I Fear”:
Mobility, Race, and Power in American-Seminole Relations, 1823-1842
In the spring of 1835, Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) agent Wiley Thompson banned the
sale of gunpowder and lead to the Seminoles of Florida, acting without direction from the
national office. Tensions between the Seminoles, the United States, and white settlers reached
fever pitch that year, and the federal government aimed to punish the Seminoles for alleged
attacks on white settlements. The OIA also feared the prospect of war between the Seminoles
and the federal government over plans to remove the Seminoles from the Florida territory. The
ban was an attempt to control the unraveling situation in Florida, and the government was
confident in its course. Indeed, officials had always been confident in their ability to mold and
shape Indian policy in Florida, especially as it related to the movement of the Seminoles and
their access to land and resources.1
Seminole warrior Osceola rebuked Thompson for his decision to prevent Seminole access
to gunpowder and lead, crucial resources needed for hunting and protection. In a short yet
fuming speech, Osceola asked,
Am I a negro, a slave? My skin is dark, but not black. I am an Indian – a
Seminole. The white man shall not make me black. I will make the white man red
with blood; and then blacken him in the sun and rain, where the wolf shall smell
of his bones, and the buzzard live upon his flesh. 2
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In his succinct speech, Osceola unknowingly illustrated the complex tri-racial borderland that
made Florida so distinct and precarious in the nineteenth century. Osceola described autonomy
and access to resources as a crucial component of not only his own individual identity but also
the identity of Seminole peoples. They believed that white-imposed restriction of resources and
authority on their own land made them African, a racial identity that the Seminoles believed
lesser than their own ethnic identity and also that of whites (as will be discussed later with
Seminole cosmology, slavery, and Black Seminole ethnogenesis). Osceola also crystallized both
white and Seminole anxiety over the fragility of race, resources, and power in Florida. He
claimed that he could change the skin color and race of white people by exercising his own
power and the power of the Florida landscape. With a wave of his hand, Osceola could make the
white man red and the Florida sun would blacken his corpse. But white designs on Florida could
also change his own Seminole skin into that of blackness and unwanted marginality. The weight
of resources like firepower held important consequences for authority and race in the Florida
borderlands, even according to Osceola.
Thompson, for his part, somewhat understood Osceola’s frustration and fear. He trusted
Osceola, thought he understood Osceola, and even considered Osceola a friend. Even more so,
however, Thompson thought he could control Osceola and the other members of the Seminole
tribe. As a white man with vested power by the federal government, he alone could deduce
Seminole intentions and distribute resources as he saw fit. He gifted Osceola a rifle out of
intended friendship. Thompson could not have known that when warfare broke out a few months
later in December of 1835 Osceola would walk into Thompsons’s OIA headquarters and use the
same rifle to kill Thompson in the heart of the Seminole reservation in Florida.3
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The case of Osceola and Thompson encapsulates the complex ties between resources,
movement, race, and power that characterized the United States’ dealings with the Seminoles
from 1823 to the close of the Second Seminole War in 1842. Numerous American officials and
generals attempted to resolve the tense borderland situation in Florida and continually prided
themselves on their ability to control the Seminoles, their access to resources, and their
movement. Indeed, white American settler colonialism in Florida rested upon such an
assumption. As shown in the previous chapter, white Americans felt assured that they could use
white settler colonialism to reshape the Florida borderlands through the control of movement and
access to resources. While white Americans of various backgrounds busied themselves with
enhancing their access to land and black bodies, they also formulated a number of plans to deal
with the native populations of Florida, especially the powerful Seminole communities that dotted
the landscape. White Americans attempted to confine the Seminoles to a reservation within the
territory, but continued calls for land and resources by white settlers shifted Florida’s policy
toward one of removal. The Seminoles resisted removal at every turn, often relying on the
connections between their tribal identity, the land, and their embodied agency.
This chapter will argue that despite white Americans’ confidence in their ability to
control Seminole access and movement, Seminole Indians responded by reinforcing their own
identity and authority in Florida through their heightened movement, access to vital resources,
kinship connections, and knowledge of the environment. Seminole and Black Seminole
resistance frequently threw white American settler colonialism into question. American officials
despaired over the consequences of Seminole movement on their white settler colonial

146

experiment. Despite American confidence that the Florida borderland could be tamed, the failure
to effectively control Indian movement and access to resources cast doubt upon that confidence.4
Ultimately, the focus on access to resources and movement as it relates to the conflict
between the United States and the Seminole Indians challenges a number of assumptions and
categories about American expansion in the borderlands. First, it forces a reexamination of how
power was exercised in a borderland. The study of mobility, land, and resources shows that the
reach of the federal government and its military power was ineffectual when compared to the
more subtle work of negotiation, politics, and white settler colonialism. In addition, the
movement of Seminole Indians often had more powerful repercussions than pitched battles or
even guerilla attacks. Indian mobility and white settlement were the subtle tools of power and
resistance in the borderlands. Second, much like the previous chapters, the focus on access and
movement also demonstrates the precarious nature of American control in Florida and the
persistence of a racial borderland. Despite the use of treaties, laws, and military might, the
imaginary line between American control and nonwhite power continually fluctuated during this
period, thus stoking longstanding white fears over the racially lawless Florida peninsula.
This chapter will first examine the Treaty of Moultrie Creek, and how the treaty
attempted to bolster white settlement and diminish Seminole power in Florida. The negotiation,
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execution, and enforcement of the treaty displayed the priorities of both white Americans and
Seminole Indians. These priorities were rooted in movement and access to resources. Both white
American control and Seminole hegemony hinged upon these issues. The chapter will then
explore the conditions of Seminole life on the Florida reservation. This section will demonstrate
that Seminole leaders felt their power and tribal identity under attack by living in a restrictive
space. The reservation period also shows how white settlers leveraged their presence in Florida
to induce the government to force the Seminoles to stay within the reservation boundaries. White
settlers threatened to leave the territory if the government did not control Seminole movement. In
doing so, white Americans revealed a shrewd understanding of the influence that their settlement
held for American expansion and power at large; their threat also illustrated the overarching
power of mobility and settlement in controlling the borderlands. Finally, this chapter will address
the Second Seminole War, which raged from 1835 to 1842. This section will show how the
experience of movement and access on the part of the American military, the Seminole Indians,
and white settlers impacted the overall settler colonial project in Florida and the persistence of
the borderlands well into the mid-19th century.
The Treaty of Moultrie Creek
American officials and leaders of the Seminole tribe signed the Treaty of Moultrie Creek
in 1823. The document came at a crucial period in United States-Indian relations. The 1820s
marked the high point of the “civilization” program within the newly reformed Office of Indian
Affairs. First articulated by George Washington’s Secretary of War Henry Knox and pioneered
by OIA superintendent Thomas McKenney, the civilization program promoted educating native
peoples in American ideals of agriculture, property, and morality. The Treaty of Moultrie Creek
lived up to McKenney’s mission of trying to make the Seminoles “anchored to the soil” in the
hopes that they would “invite their attention to agriculture and the arts.” Indeed, though
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McKenney aimed to use agricultural implements and schools as methods of civilizing, I argue
that rootedness became an integral part of “civilization” as well. McKenney’s emphasis on fixing
native peoples to a place once more displayed the fundamental importance of mobility as a tool
that Americans could manipulate in order to divest native peoples of their resources and power in
the American borderlands. American officials in Florida imbued the Treaty of Moultrie Creek
with the civilizing ideals of the OIA but with a decided emphasis on curbing the mobility of the
Seminoles and, ultimately, their autonomy in Florida. The Seminoles, however, resisted these
efforts and advocated for their own idiosyncratic forms of mobility and access to resources that
reified their tribal identity and autonomy in Florida. The treaty negotiations between the
Seminoles and the United States vividly displayed white and Seminole anxiety over movement,
settlement, resources, and their contested control of Florida. The goal of civilization in Florida,
however, proved short-lived. Removal, rather than civilization, became the focused strategy of
white Americans in Florida due to its ability to further enhance white settler colonialism in a way
that civilization ultimately could not.5
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William P. DuVal, the first civilian territorial governor of Florida, took up the issue of a
Seminole reservation in 1822, one year after the annexation of Florida.6 DuVal envisioned the
reservation as an alternative to the Seminoles looking for new land and resources after the loss of
significant territory during the First Seminole War as discussed in Chapter 1. He complained to
Secretary of War John C. Calhoun in that year that the Seminoles “are very uneasy… [and] are
wandering over the Country in every direction.”7 The Seminoles’ widespread movement made
DuVal uneasy as well. The security of the territory seemed at stake, and DuVal grew impatient
with the lack of direction from Washington. He apologized to a number of chiefs in July, 1822,
stating that “your Great Father [President James Monroe] has not yet directed me where you are
to live.”8 DuVal’s anxiety over the United States’ slow response typified the relationship that
would continue to exist between the territory of Florida and the federal government. Though
high ranking federal officials had pursued the Florida territory and tried to use federal power to
fully Americanize the peninsula, the federal government was, at times, reluctant to truly force its
hand in Florida. Florida officials instead tried to ameliorate the conditions for white settlement
and deal with nonwhite peoples as best they could. Often, however, Florida officials believed
that establishing a settler colonial society would do more for them than the federal government.
According to historians John and Mary Lou Missall, DuVal genuinely worried for the
Seminoles’ welfare, but he also accepted the commonly held position of white Americans at the
time that the prosperity of the territory and the future of white hegemony depended on their
restriction. In another letter to Calhoun, DuVal emphatically stated that it “will be a serious
misfortune to this Territory if the Indians are permitted to occupy this tract of Country.”9 DuVal
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did not expand on the supposed misfortune to which he alluded, but given DuVal’s identity as a
white American in the Florida borderland, it is easy to imagine what disaster he believed might
befall Florida. First, DuVal was concerned about security, not only of the territory of Florida but
of the southern region at large. The stability of southern slave societies and threats to national
security, the very same issues that drove annexation, still plagued the United States. Second,
DuVal also feared the effects of Seminole movement on white settlement in Florida. In the minds
of American officials, the free movement and settlement of white Americans was synonymous
with security and prosperity. If Seminoles continued to claim land and resources, the entire
Florida project would be jeopardized. Reinforcing American privilege in Florida also meant
reinforcing white identity. If Seminole claims to the land and resources of Florida took
precedence over white claims, what power did white supremacy really have in the borderlands?
It is exceedingly possible that DuVal’s reference to “misfortune” included the weakening of
American white supremacy itself. Such a turn of events could have dire consequences for the
logic that grounded American expansion. DuVal had numerous reasons to push for a seemingly
final resolution to Seminole mobility in Florida.
DuVal appointed James Gadsden and Bernardo Segui to negotiate a relocation treaty with
the Seminoles. They designated Moultrie Creek, located just outside of St. Augustine, as the
location for the treaty talks. By September 1823 roughly 425 Seminoles gathered at Moultrie
Creek. The majority of the tribe, however, did not come to the meeting. Indeed, Seminole bands
were decentralized and scattered throughout the peninsula, especially because of continued white
incursion. Despite the diffuse nature of power in the Seminole group, the Seminoles designated
Neamathla as the “primary Indian representative,” a position he occasionally held even prior to
the First Seminole War.10 Although he commanded a significant group of Seminoles, he did not
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speak for the whole tribe prior to the meeting. The Seminoles lacked a centralized governing
body or even an overarching tribal identity at this time. Decentralization, in fact, was a crucial
facet of Seminole identity. As outlined in the first chapter, Seminole separatism emerged as a
result of increased centralization of political power in the Creek Nation. Seminole ethnogenesis
was firmly rooted in the diffusion of power and people. Despite knowing that the Seminoles
were a diffuse body of Indians, American officials had good reason to recognize Neamathla as
the head dignitary. If one person could be induced to sign away the rights of the tribe, officials
would have a much easier course in negotiations.11
The Treaty of Moultrie Creek, signed on September 18, 1823, stipulated that the
Seminoles of Florida must relocate to a reservation in central Florida and relinquish all claims to
the rest of the Florida territory. The reservation would encompass four million acres. The
northern boundary lay just above present day Ocala, the southern boundary just below Tampa
Bay, and the eastern and western boundaries removed approximately twenty miles from the
coasts, designed to prevent Cuban or Bahamian trade. Indeed, the Seminoles still possessed
crucial trade networks with Cuban and Bahamian wreckers and traders. The Seminoles provided
the coastal traders with animal skins, honey, bees wax, dried fish, and valuable animal fat,
usually from manatees or sea otters. In exchange the Cubans and Bahamians would supply the
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Seminoles with guns, ammunition, rum, or other commodities.12 The United States’ restriction of
Seminole territory to prevent trade had two intended ramifications. First, preventing trade with
foreign agents would deprive the Seminoles of resources that would be crucial in a time of war.
By restricting their trade, the United States could theoretically keep more control over Seminole
peoples and prevent the stockpiling of potentially dangerous resources. Second, the United States
tried to ultimately diminish Seminole autonomy and authority in Florida. Taking the Seminoles
out of crucial regional trade networks would weaken their influence in the region. It also signaled
the destruction of Seminole hegemony in an area in which they had played a vital role. The
Treaty drafters attempted to erase the power of the Seminoles, thereby resolving the continued
Florida borderlands in America’s favor.13
One of the first ways in which the Treaty of Moultrie Creek tried to impose the
civilization program on Seminole peoples concerned the issue of Seminole farming. In keeping
with the civilizing mission at the time, the treaty also promised distribution of farm implements
for “husbandry”, cattle, and hogs, in addition to a $5,000 a year annuity for twenty years.
American officials also swore to construct a blacksmith shop on the reservation. The inclusion of
stipulations concerning “husbandry” did not represent a significant departure from Seminole
modes of subsistence. Seminole women performed a great deal of the agriculture necessary for
settlements and men controlled hunting and livestock. Taken within the context of the
civilization program of the time, however, the government clearly wanted to make more
intensive household agriculture a crucial part of Seminole life, thus also transforming Seminole
ideas of property, identity, and individualism. Traditional Seminole agriculture, however, was
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literally rooted in community needs. Households did not farm exclusively for their own family’s
subsistence; rather, Seminoles distributed the fruits of their labor within their band or camp,
which were organized around matrilineal clans. Clan belonging centered Seminole identity, built
a sense of community responsibility, and allowed Seminole power structures to remain diffuse.
A shift to large-scale individual farming patterns would have upended traditional ideas of
Seminole identity and community. Though the treaty did not enforce individual household farms,
the language of husbandry connoted the intention of the government to persuade the Seminoles
to take on private ownership of farms and the goods they produced on them.14
Other articles of the treaty, however, more strenuously imposed American ways of life
onto Seminole people. These changes to Seminole life and landscape embedded in the Treaty of
Moultrie Creek privileged white access and restricted established modes of Seminole mobility
and living. The treaty dealt not only in the restriction of movement but also in the restriction of
autonomy. White officials reserved for themselves “the right of opening […] roads” through the
Seminole reservation which “may, from time to time, be deemed necessary.” The treaty was
unclear, however, about who might deem such roads necessary. Roads would, no doubt, assist
the Seminoles in freely accessing some portions of the reservation. Roads would also, however,
allow for the ease of access for agents of the OIA or the American military. Above all, roads
allowed for efficient surveillance of the reservation on the part of American personnel. The fact
that the government explicitly reserved such a right suggests that Americans deemed the roads
necessary, not the Seminoles. The same article of the treaty also promised protection from “white
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persons” who tried to hunt, settle, or intrude on the reservation. The United States acknowledged
the role of voracious white settlers in leaving the Seminoles destitute and provoking Seminole
groups into retaliation for depredations. The next clause, however, also allowed for the free
movement of “any citizen of the United States, being lawfully authorized” through the
reservation. Furthermore, it also prohibited the Seminoles from exacting payment or tolls from
whites traveling through the land. The treaty secured white mobility on the reservation, despite
the assumption that the reservation would be sovereign Seminole territory. The primacy of
whiteness over Seminole sovereignty was firmly ensconced in the treaty.15 In stipulating the use
of land, mobility, and resources, the treaty tried to enforce American power in the Florida
borderlands and ultimately remove any question of American domination.
The Treaty of Moultrie Creek also provided for the construction of a school on the
reservation. Though the treaty document states that the government agreed to build the school
due to the “liberality” of the Seminoles, the origin stories of the Seminole people demonstrate
that they viewed scholastic learning as antithetical to their identity at this time. In various
versions of the Seminole origin story, the Great Spirit created the white, Indian, and black races
either through a process of baking or washing the three “first men.” In all versions, excepting one
version that Governor DuVal told Washington Irving, the Indian “was the most perfect.” The
Great Spirit then allowed the men to choose their “employments.” The white man chose books,
the “negro [took] a spade,” and the Indian selected a bow and arrow. This cosmology
strengthened the ties between Seminole identity and the resources of Florida. The origin story
ordained the Seminole right to hunt game and move through the landscape. Such origin stories
also evidenced the belief among Seminoles that the Great Spirit designated blacks to work,
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justifying the continuation of the tribute system for slaves owned by the tribe.16 In Irving’s
version, Neamathla told DuVal that the Seminoles did not desire to learn like the whites, because
“the Creeks and Cherokees learnt to read and write, and they are the greatest rascals among all
the Indians.”17 Neamathla’s statement demonstrates that Seminoles regarded with suspicion other
Indian groups who became too acculturated to white standards of living, believing it made them
disingenuous like the whites. Chief Tukose Emathla, also known as John Hicks, cited a version
of this origin story when speaking to Secretary of War James Barbour in 1826, stating that “We
do not believe the Great Spirit intended we should know how to read & write; for if he had
intended this, he would have given us the knowledge as early as he gave it to the white people.”
For these reasons, Emathla told Barbour, the Seminoles “do not wish one [a school] at all” on
their reservation.18 The addition of the school signaled an American attempt to force assimilation
onto the Seminoles rather than a need articulated by Seminole people, a fact recognized by
Emathla. Indeed, the use of schools as agents of the civilization program began in the lateeighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. The federal government expanded the role of
education and schools through the Civilization Fund Act of 1819. The law allocated ten thousand
dollars a year to employ “capable persons of good moral character, to instruct [native people] in
the mode of agriculture suited to their situation; and for teaching their children in reading,
writing, and arithmetic.”19American officials hoped that western education and acculturation

16

Ibid.; William C. Sturtevant, “Seminole Myths of the Origin of Races,” Ethnohistory 10, no. 1
(Winter, 1963): 80-81. Sturtevant describes a number of other forms of this origin story. For
more on this mythology, see Alan Dundes, “Washington Irving’s Version of the Seminole Origin
of Races,” Ethnohistory 9, no. 3 (1962): 257-264.
17
Maurice O’Sullivan and Jack C. Lane, eds., The Florida Reader: Visions of Paradise from
1530 to the Present, (Sarasota, FL: Pineapple Press, 2009 ed.), 96-97.
18
Missall and Missall, In Their Own Words, 3.
19
Quoted in Prucha, The Great Father, 55.
156

would foster acceptance of American modes of land use, property, and space, thus dissolving
traditional Seminole authority in the peninsula and erasing the borderlands.
Finally, the treaty stipulated that Seminole leadership had to “be active and vigilant in the
preventing retreating to, or passing through [the reservation] of any absconding slaves, or
fugitives from justice; and further agree, to use all necessary exertions to apprehend and deliver
the same to the [Indian Affairs] agent.”20 The issue of runaway slaves plagued Seminole-white
relations for decades and American officials intended to restrict the access of supposedly fugitive
slaves in Seminole society. The retrieval of slaves remained a bitter arguing point between
whites and Seminoles in Florida, especially given the increasing importance of Black Seminoles
to Seminole communities. The long-standing incorporation of fugitive slaves and other black
peoples into Seminole society fostered the creation of a new ethnic group within the tribe, that of
Black Seminoles. Black Seminoles were either the result of intermarriage between blacks and
Seminoles, African peoples who were adopted into the tribe, or even slaves purchased by the
tribe who became gradually incorporated into the social and cultural ways of the group. In some
cases, slaves owned by the tribe in name were actually African peoples who were considered
incorporated into the tribe as either semi or full members. For instance, John Hicks demanded
the retrieval of “a negro girl at Charleston” named Patience who was taken by whites who
claimed she was a runaway, despite the fact that she had a husband and child who were part of
the tribe. He lamented that whites took away Black Seminoles “we have raised from children.”21
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White Floridians often argued that either Black Seminoles or legally traded Seminole slaves
were the absconding property of whites. Whites also charged that Seminoles were secretly
keeping runaway slaves in their custody in order to foment slave rebellion. Seminole men and
women found themselves having to deny such charges on an all too frequent basis and reinforce
the belonging of certain black men and women to the tribe. The clause in the treaty relating to
the runaway slave issue ensured that white Floridians could continue to bring such charges
against the Seminoles, thus denigrating their access to slave property or their long held traditions
of incorporating escaped slaves into their society. In effect, the treaty upheld white access to
black bodies and attempted to further surveil nonwhite movement in the peninsula.
Despite the coded assaults on Seminole sovereignty on this new reservation, just over
thirty chiefs and subchiefs signed the Treaty of Moultrie Creek, including Neamathla and
Micanopy, the chief of the Alachua Seminoles. The Seminole bands, however, felt no urgency in
migrating to the newly formed reservation. It took over a year for the Seminoles to move onto
the land. Indeed, the majority of Seminoles intensely resented leaving their crops, good land, and
improvements. DuVal grumbled in October of 1824 that he sensed the “difficulty of reconciling
the Indians to the late treaty.”22 The eventual movement of the Seminoles onto the reservation,
however, did not put an end to the complaints of white settlers over the continued access of
Seminoles. The reservation period in Florida showed the slowly forming cracks in the façade of
American settler colonial control in Florida and the continued existence of a borderland in
Florida.
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“We Cannot Live on It”: Conditions on the Florida Reservation
The various bands of Seminole Indians eventually moved onto the Florida reservation by
the end of 1824, and they immediately realized the betrayal of the government. The Seminoles
found the land unsuitable for supporting their communities, which they interpreted as an attack
on their autonomy and authority. Florida officials limited the bands of the tribe to a piece of land
that white Americans thought acceptable, but the Seminoles could not perform the mobility and
modes of subsistence that sustained their societies for centuries. The fight between the Seminole
Indians and the territorial government demonstrated the continued existence of a contentious
borderland in Florida. White Americans attempted to reinforce their burgeoning settler colonial
system in opposition to Seminole sovereignty. The government’s beleaguered responses to the
reservation crisis showed the first signs of the inherent weakness of white American settler
colonialism in Florida. Indeed, Seminole Indians continued to exercise their mobility and thus
their embodied power over the landscape, much to the chagrin of plaintive whites.
Prior to the Treaty of Moultrie Creek, the territorial government commissioned an
observation of the proposed reservation land by Horatio S. Dexter.23 In his report, Dexter
proclaimed that the proposed reservation land would ably support the Seminole nation and its
needs.24 The government took Dexter at his word. Commissioner James Gadsden agreed that the
land was “fully equal to the support of the Indian population.”25 The government held the
opinion that the Seminoles could fully support their communities on the land provided.

23

Part of Dexter’s mission was also to gather the Seminole chiefs in the south-central portion of
the peninsula for the talk that led to the treaty.
24
Transcription of a report by Horatio S. Dexter, 1823. Edward T. Keenan Papers, Box 1, Folder
7, Special and Area Studies Collections, George A. Smathers Library, University of Florida,
Gainesville, FL (hereafter UF).
25
Letter from James Gadsden to William P. DuVal, 20 March 1824, Indian Affairs – Florida
Seminoles Collection [hereafter Indian Affairs], Box 2, Folder 3, UF.
159

The Seminoles, however, did not agree on the quality of the reservation land. Seminole
leaders began to flood OIA agents and other Florida officials with notices about the poor state of
their lands. In October of 1825, George Walton, Acting Governor and Supervisor of Indian
Affairs for Florida in the absence of DuVal, received a letter from Edmund Doyle which listed
the grievances of the Seminoles. The Seminoles, according to Doyle, stated that “the lands
allotted to them […] [are] too poor to make their Bread on.” In addition, most of the water
proved stagnant, leading to disease and sickness.26 The Seminoles also took their grievances to
the highest offices of the United States. A number of Seminole chiefs visited Washington, D.C.
in May of 1826 with the goal of speaking to President John Quincy Adams and his cabinet about
the problems in Florida. Tukose Emathla spoke to Secretary of War James Barbour about the
paucity of resources on the reservation. He averred that the land was “small & very poor – We
cannot live on it – Many have been obliged to settle in the Big Swamp [outside of the
reservation] where some good land has been found.” Hicks asked that the boundaries of the
reservations be extended north into the area referred to as the Big Swamp, in order to support the
tribe. Hicks also told Barbour that although the government instructed the Seminoles to rely
upon themselves instead of federal resources, the government should then “not deny us such
lands as will enable us to do so.”27 To be sure, Seminole people prided themselves on their selfsufficiency. One of the aspects of Seminole life that allowed for the diffusion of power was the
self-sufficiency of the widespread towns and villages. Not being able to support far flung
communities on reservation land amounted to a crushing blow against Seminole autonomy.
Florida officials began to investigate the Seminole claims about the land knowing full
well that keeping the Seminoles on the reservation meant maintaining both peace in the territory
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and the potency of settler colonialism in the borderland. Report after report echoed the
Seminoles’ opinions about the poor state of the reservation lands. Lieutenant Jeremiah Yancey
filed a report in June of 1824 about his travels through the reservation with OIA agent Gad
Humphreys. Yancey stated that in the entire ten day journey he “did not see five hundred acres of
good land. I can only say that I was greatly disappointed…from the numerous…exaggerated
accounts given of this country – which originated in fancy – rather than in fact.”28 The most
damning observation of the land came from Governor DuVal himself in February of 1826. In a
letter to OIA superintendent Thomas L. McKenney, DuVal stated that he had “never seen a more
wretched tract of country” and determined that the reservation lands comprised “the poorest and
most miserable region I ever beheld.” Due to the quality of the land, DuVal recommended
moving the boundary line of the reservation into the Big Swamp, which had better land for the
Seminoles’ agriculture.29
The controversy over the quality of the reservation land suggests a number of important
arguments about the relationship between white Floridians, Seminole Indians, access to Florida
resources, and power. First, and most obvious, the effort of white Floridians to remove the
Seminoles to the Florida reservation clearly demonstrated a presumed right to the Florida
landscape. Florida officials considered white settlement superior to the claims of Seminole
Indians; white supremacy rested upon such a notion. Situating such disputes in a borderland,
where issues of nonwhite movement and native sovereignty continued to undermine white
American power, made these disputes of even more pressing concern. The Florida borderlands
were supposed to reinforce and strengthen white American beliefs in their superiority and the
ordained nature of expansion. Officials could not afford to have native peoples standing (or,
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more accurately, moving) between American success and failure. Second, the initial insistence
that the reservation land could sustain the Seminole nation stemmed from either ignorance of the
land or outright manipulation on the part of white officials. In either case, Florida officials
exhibited a presumed knowledge of the land that they did not, in fact, possess. In essence, white
Floridians’ rush to obtain land and control took precedence over adequately examining and
understanding the landscape, much to the detriment of the Seminole tribe. Indeed, the notion that
American power could temper the impracticability of any land stood as an essential facet of
white settler colonialism in Florida. Trying to grapple with the complexity of the land would
have nearly amounted to self-doubt about white supremacy, which could not be tolerated in a
borderland context. In sum, white Americans’ sense of entitlement in the Florida borderlands
spelled disastrous results for the Seminole Indians who were forced to move onto the reservation
land.
Seminole individuals left the reservation almost immediately after the tribe relocated to
it. Most left because of the lack of resources. Acting governor Walton reported to McKenney in
October of 1825 that “most, if not all, of those [Seminoles] who formerly resided between the
Rivers Suwannee and Appalachicola [sic] are on their return hither.” The Seminoles explained
that the reason for their counter-migration stemmed from the lack of resources provided to them
and the poor condition of the reservation lands.30 The continued movement and access of the
Seminoles incensed white settlers. Governor DuVal fielded numerous complaints from white
Floridians who witnessed the counter-migration of Seminole bands. He feared that the situation
would escalate, give the propensity for white retribution over Seminole depredations against
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cattle and crops. The animosity of the settlers even forced DuVal to order the Florida militia to
protect Seminole migrants in December of 1825.31
Seminole mobility and access to resources outside of the reservation elicited a sharp
response from settlers and territorial officials. American residents filed petitions and wrote to
officials complaining of Seminole theft or other depredations, especially against cattle and
slaves. East Florida congressional delegate Joseph M. White, for instance, wrote a lengthy letter
to Secretary of War Barbour in January of 1826 requesting a more stringent attitude toward the
Seminoles of Florida. White averred that the Seminoles “are abandoning their lands, and are now
subsisting on the bounty of the Government, and by depredations on the property of the [white]
Inhabitants.” Even fences and other enclosures, according to White, did not prevent “the
intrusion of these rovers.”32 White’s appeal to American forms of signaling property ownership
demonstrated a fundamental anxiety about the strength of whiteness in the borderlands. Fences
and enclosures were visible, tangible representations of not only American power but also
settlement. They reflected white American ideas about property, space, and rootedness that were
essential to establishing a settler colonial republic in the borderlands. Fences and other such
signs marked space as thoroughly tamed and settled, a form of marking the boundary between
developed American land and the wilds of Florida that was the domain of primitive nonwhites.
That Seminoles flouted such conventions reflected a rejection of American power and control.
Such a rejection could not stand in the dangerous borderlands.
Furthermore, the ways in which American settlers parsed out the Seminole threat
demonstrates the assumptions settlers held about security in the borderlands. To be sure, DuVal
never believed that the settlers’ lives were at stake. He admitted as much in a letter to Barbour,
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assuring the Secretary of War that he “never feared for the lives of our citizens, nor do the people
in any part of the Territory apprehend any other than the loss of their cattle and crops.” They did
not fear for their lives, likely because they were secure in their power as white settlers. They
considered themselves superbly armed and willing to fight back any Seminole threats to their
lives. They felt their property, however, to be unsecured. White men, it seemed, viewed
themselves as indestructible when faced with the native threat. Their anxieties about the security
of their property, however, show that the control of property was deeply connected to the
maintenance of settler colonialism in the borderland. Indeed, establishing property on fenced
land once more signaled rootedness. The Seminole destruction of white-owned property in
Florida also meant that Seminoles not only resented white and incursion but white settlement on
the land. Seminole raids on white improvements and property once more displayed the
fundamental conflict between different ideas about mobility, power, and identity in the Florida
borderlands.33
In response to Seminole raids, white Floridians resorted to frequent claims of theft
against Seminole peoples in order to undermine their right of access to the territory. By calling
Indian property into question, white settlers situated native peoples as undeserving of the
resources of the territory. Cattle and slaves were the most frequent forms of property that whites
claimed Seminole Indians had carried off. George Keen remembered that hostilities between the
settlement of Alligator and neighboring Seminole towns escalated in the 1830s due to cattle
theft. Two residents of the area, Jacob Summerlin and Jack Hope, retaliated against Seminole
theft of the white men’s livestock by killing a number of Indians, according to Keen.34 Seminole
leaders loathed the presumption of white Floridians to punish supposed thefts. In a speech to
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Secretary of War James Barbour, chief Tukose Emathla, also known as John Hicks, decried the
charges that Seminole men who killed or stole cattle were harbored by the tribe, stating that “we
have punished them for it, and we have lately made such laws as we think will prevent their
doing so any more.” Emathla also expressed Seminoles’ frustration over the frequent claims of
slave theft. Emathla stated that the Seminoles “do not like the story that our people hide the
runaway negroes from their masters. It is not a true talk,” despite the fact that Seminoles did
indeed shield runaway slaves and incorporated them into Seminole society. 35 Seminole leaders
grew increasingly resentful of the supposed lies that whites circulated and the lengths of
vigilantism to which white men would go in order to restore their allegedly stolen property. In
1828, chief Micanopy implored Office of Indian Affairs Agent Gad Humphreys to explain “what
right [a white man] has to come after [allegedly stolen slaves]; we have been told that white
people should not come into our country.”36 Indeed, whites frequently transgressed the borders
between white settler land and Seminole land in order to claim supposedly stolen property.
Seminole leaders attempted to reaffirm their right to police white movement on their own land,
leading to increased tensions in the borderlands. Whites who freely moved between the
boundaries between white and Indian land in search of property yet again used their movement
to reify white supremacy. White movement over such borders was privileged, while whites
viewed Seminole movement beyond the boundaries of their reservation as inherently criminal.
These claims of theft once more cast in sharp relief the important meanings behind movement
and resources.
Seminole leaders also balked at the attempts by white Floridians to claim enslaved people
who belonged to the tribe. In the same discussion with Humphreys, Jumper, a Seminole subchief,
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argued against a white man’s claim to a “negro woman” in the custody of the tribe, owing to the
fact that her original owner actually sold the woman to the tribe and that the Indians “honestly
paid for her.”37 Tukose Emathla likewise disputed another claim by a white woman in 1829,
avowing that the slave in question “is not a runaway, but was raised in the [Seminole] nation, out
of which he has never been.”38 Emathla summarized slave claims by stating that though whites
have the right to purchase and trade in enslaved people “[w]hen an Indian has bought a black
man, they come and take him away.”39 White Floridians denied the Seminoles even the
legitimate purchase or trade of enslaved people because of the white settler colonial society in
Florida being founded upon strictly white access to black bodies. Seminole leaders frequently
spoke out against the double standard over American ideals of property ownership and attempted
to reinforce their authority. In various meetings with American officials, Seminole chiefs alluded
to what they viewed as a vast conspiracy on the part of white settlers to divest them of all access
to land and property in Florida. Jumper swore that “the white people will not rest, or suffer us to
do so, till they have got all the property belonging to us, and made us poor.” Tukose Emathla
also alleged that “the whites are determined not to let us rest, as long as we have anything that
they want; and if every one who asks is allowed to take, we should soon be without money or
any thing else worth possessing.”40
The disputes over slave property illustrate a number of tensions that characterized the
borderlands in Florida. The past collusion between blacks and Indians never left the minds of
white Americans, and white slaveowners feared that the laxity of Seminole slavery threatened
the stability of American slavery in the peninsula. Such fears of cooperation between both
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populations remained steady and frequently revolved around the image of mobility. For example,
in an 1824 petition, twenty-eight white residents of East Florida claimed that the Seminoles were
luring away slaves and “were either made slaves by the Indians or permitted to roam at large.”
The petitioners beseeched the government to control what they viewed as two equally
frightening prospects: a powerful Seminole presence and nonwhite movement. The fact that
Seminole bands could, by sheer force of their continued existence in Florida, lure black
Floridians to their camps enraged white Floridians eager to assert their own authority in Florida.
As long as Seminole peoples claimed space and resources in Florida they would always stand as
a welcome alternative to American racial slavery as imposed on the Florida borderlands through
white settler colonialism. Though Seminole chiefs tried to calm fears among whites that they did
not shelter runaways, individual Seminoles did incorporate fugitive slaves into camps and the
group of Black Seminoles increased in numbers during this time. In addition, freely moving
nonwhite peoples carried the threat of rebellion with every surreptitious movement. The
Seminole ownership of African peoples was based on a more relaxed notion of black freedom
and movement, as discussed in chapter one. Black slaves in Seminole communities had more
embodied agency due to their incorporation into traditionally native ways of work and belonging.
Such a state of affairs directly undermined the regime of white settler colonialism that demanded
black physical restriction and private ownership of black peoples. Finally, whites of various
socio-economic backgrounds had a number of material reasons to slander the Seminoles. Thirst
for land, slaves, and livestock motivated white settlers to seek claims against the native groups in
Florida. Despite the different socio-economic background of slave claimants, the pattern of
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regulating native slaveownership became a popular method to discourage the continued presence
of Seminole peoples in the Florida borderlands and reify white supremacy.41
White Floridians continued to appeal to the federal government for protection from
Seminole depredations throughout the reservation period. Approximately thirty of the most
prominent citizens of St. Johns County sent a petition to President Adams in 1826 in order to
inform him that “the Indians located in Florida near Alachua, are roaming at large over the
country, doing serious mischief to the Inhabitants by killing their cattle and hogs, robbing their
plantations, and enticing away their slaves.”42 Regardless, the petitioners requested military
intervention, or else they would “be compelled to abandon their plantations.”43 The government
would hardly conceive of the threat of abandonment as a small price to pay. Indeed, white
settlement was essential for the maintenance of American control in Florida, perhaps even more
than military or political power. Losing American settlers would doom not only the American
development of Florida but also the example of white supremacy in a contested space. The
government could hardly afford to admit defeat through the loss of control in Florida, because
such a defeat would call American power and identity into question.
With the threat of the loss of white settlers becoming more real by the mid-1820s,
government officials began ruminating on the possibility of entirely removing the Seminole
people from Florida. To be sure, removal would almost entirely resolve the borderland and any
claims of native authority in the peninsula. Removal would also check the movement black
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slaves eager to run to Seminole territory. In Joseph White’s letter to Barbour, White floated the
idea to the Secretary of War about removing the Seminoles west of the Mississippi, which would
relieve Florida “from a disease, which has preyed upon its inhabitants with a morbid severity.”44
Barbour, it turned out, already tasked Governor DuVal with ascertaining the possibility of
removing the Seminoles as early as December, 1825. DuVal, however, did not relish the thought
of asking the Seminoles to leave, as he thought it “would alarm them.”45 The Seminoles did, in
fact, respond with incredulity that they would be asked to move yet again and so far from their
lands. In May of 1826, chief John Hicks informed Secretary of War Barbour in a trip to
Washington that the tribe “do not intend to move again,” especially if they would be forced to
remove with the Creek Indians. Indeed, the government repeatedly used relocation with the
Creeks as an inducement for the Seminoles, which reflected a dearth of knowledge about
Seminole identity. The Seminoles considered Creek Indians to be their sworn enemies. Hicks,
referring to the Creeks as the Muscogees, stated emphatically that the Seminoles “will not
involve ourselves in the troubles of the Muscogees – We are a separate people and have nothing
to do with them.”46
The Seminoles viewed the threat of removal as an attack upon their way of life and their
identity, both of which were tied to the landscape of Florida. Despite the government’s
assurances that the land was “great country,” Hicks justified the tribe’s refusal by stating that
most of the tribe “were born on the land we now inhabit […] here our navel strings were first cut
& the blood from them sank into the earth, & made the country dear to us.” Hicks’ articulation of
the underpinnings of Seminole identity linked the group to the very land of Florida. The
supposed prosperity of land in the west paled in comparison to the deeply felt connections that
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Seminoles had to the landscape of Florida. White officials, in trying to induce the Seminoles to
emigrate, attempted to articulate a vision of prosperity to the Seminoles that was based on white
American priorities. The ability to develop and thrive in an unknown land drove American
movement; for the Seminoles, however, movement was only salient if it was within the Florida
territory and in service of the settlements the Seminoles maintained. Indeed, though the ability to
move through the landscape was essential for Seminole livelihoods and identity, the Seminoles
cultivated numerous settlements that were the heart of Seminole society. Though white
Floridians characterized the Seminoles as constantly roaming the land, the majority of the
Seminoles stayed in camps and settlements and farmed established plots of land. Settlements,
however, were far flung, and farming areas could be somewhat removed from the camp itself.
Traditional hunting grounds also moved throughout the year. The nature of Seminole settlement
still necessitated some ability to move around the landscape. This vision of settlement, however,
could never be compatible with white ideas of settlement and society. In sum, the Seminoles had
their own vision of prosperity and that vision was rooted in the resources of Florida. The
Seminoles prospered prior to American incursion in Florida because the Seminoles cultivated the
land and resources in their own idiosyncratic ways that benefitted the clans that claimed
Seminole identity. The drive to acquire and develop new lands made no sense to Seminole
peoples as they already knew how to cultivate the resources of Florida to their benefit.47
Conditions on the frontier continued to deteriorate in the late 1820s and early 1830s.
Federal Indian policy forced the transformation of relations between the Florida territorial
government and the Seminole tribe. The United States’ Congress passed President Andrew
Jackson’s Indian Removal Act in 1830, and Secretary of War Lewis Cass tasked Florida
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commissioner James Gadsden with negotiating a treaty of removal with the Seminole Indians.48
Gadsden called the Seminoles for a parley in spring of 1832. Meeting at Payne’s Landing, near
present-day Ocala, Gadsden managed to convince the Seminole tribe to allow a delegation of
chiefs to inspect the lands in Indian territory. In the winter of 1833, the delegation of Seminole
leaders inspected the lands. The delegation agreed that the lands were suitable for the tribe and
signed a treaty at Fort Gibson, Arkansas allowing the removal of the Seminoles from Florida.
The rest of the Seminoles, however, did not heed the ruling of the delegation. Although Gadsden
assumed that the treaty held the Seminoles to removal, the whole of the tribe did not agree. Like
many southeastern tribes, the Seminoles practiced consensus politics rather than rule by elites.
All members of the tribe had to approve the opinion of the delegation, and only then would the
tribe emigrate. According to Seminole leader Jumper, the delegation “was only authorized to
examine the country […] and report to the nation.” After a series of talks among the Seminoles,
Jumper reported to OIA agent Wiley Thompson that “[the] popular sentiment rejects
[emigration].”49
A new Seminole leader emerged in the 1830s who galvanized the tribe’s resistance to
removal. Osceola, also known as Billy Powell, was the son of a Creek woman and an English
trader. He migrated to Florida with his mother after the defeat of the Red Sticks in the Creek
Wars, and the two merged with the Seminole tribe. Osceola had a deep and abiding hatred of
white settlers in Florida, and he strongly articulated the Seminole vision of belonging that was so
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central to Seminole identity. When OIA agent Wiley Thompson informed the Seminoles that
they had to emigrate, Osceola railed against Thompson, stating that “[when] the agent tells me to
go from my home, I hate him, because I love my home, and will not go from it.” Osceola went
on to claim that “the great spirit […] tells me not to go.”50 Osceola’s speech encapsulated the
profound spiritual connections between the Florida land and Seminole identity. He also merged
his knowledge and reverence of the landscape into his rhetoric of defiance, frequently citing
images of the Florida environment. When the tribe formally rejected removal, Osceola
foreshadowed the tribe’s protracted resistance of American military power, stating that if “the
hail rattles, let the flowers be crushed – the stately oak of the forest will lift its head to the sky
and the storm, towering and unscathed.” In 1835, with relations between the tribe and agent
Wiley Thompson strained to the breaking point, Osceola again used the language of the Florida
landscape to lash out at the agent, threating to “make the white man red with blood; and then
blacken him in the sun and rain, where the wolf shall smell of his bones, and the buzzard live
upon his flesh.”51
Despite frequent objections to removal, white officials held great confidence that the
Seminoles would relocate west of the Mississippi. As early as 1826, Gadsden reported to
Barbour that the “time is propitious for a removal” of the Seminoles to the West.52 Gadsden
surmised that the suffering of the Seminoles on the reservation would compel them to emigrate.
Gadsden repeated this refrain in December of 1833, after the signing of the Treaty of Payne’s
Landing. He relayed to new Secretary of War Lewis Cass that the government should take
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advantage of “the starving condition of the Seminoles” and use their suffering as a bargaining
chip for removal.53
By 1835, all trust and patience between the OIA and the Seminoles was exhausted. White
settlers continued to rain violence down upon Seminole Indians. The final indignity occurred in
late summer of 1835, when seven white settlers in Alachua County killed five Indians who “had
been gathered around a campfire.”54 The Seminoles vowed retribution when the government
failed to act on the Seminoles’ behalf. Months later in December of 1835, the Seminoles
launched the attack that began the Second Seminole War.
The events that led to the threshold of war revolved around the conflicting visions of
authority, movement, and power held by white Americans and the Seminole Indians. Whites
attempted to placate the Seminoles with assurances of prosperous land both in Florida and west
of the Mississippi. What officials failed to grasp, however, were the profound spiritual,
communal, and personal connections to movement and the land that anchored Seminole identity.
Not only did Seminole people conceive of their worldview as inherently embodied in the Florida
wilderness, but they prided themselves on a workable cultivation of Florida resources and the
ability to move within their traditional spaces in the peninsula. Seminoles saw their identity as
incapable of being transferred to a new space, unlike most visions of white identity. Indeed,
white identity was intricately tied to the conquest and settlement of new space. These competing
visions continued to diverge during the ensuing Second Seminole War.
“The Indians Are Scattering, I Fear”: White and Seminole Movement
During the Second Seminole War
The tensions that arose between white settlers and Seminole Indians during the
reservation and early removal period displayed the differing visions of movement and autonomy
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held by both groups. White settlers and officials in Florida continued to believe that their
influence could force Seminole removal and that more white settlement could prove American
dominion over the borderlands. Seminole Indians, however, lambasted white attempts to remove
them from the landscape that grounded their identity. The protracted military conflict over
Seminole removal known as the Second Seminole War, however, would challenge the presumed
inevitability of white domination of Florida. The vivid display of America’s inability to
successfully root out the Seminole Indians and Black Seminoles caused profound unease among
soldiers, white settlers in Florida, and the wider American public. The struggles over mobility,
authority, and power that characterized the Second Seminole War had profound ramifications for
American expansionist policy, white settler colonialism, and the future of native existence in the
Florida peninsula. The Second Seminole War would demonstrate that, in fact, the federal
government had little control over the Florida borderlands. Federal influence paled in
comparison to that of Florida officials and of ordinary white settlers. The war would sour the
relationship of many white residents of Florida toward the federal government and assure white
residents of the overarching importance of their settlement. This settler colonial war against the
Seminoles would also dispossess thousands of Seminole people of their land and resources in
Florida. It also set the stage for yet another phase of Seminole adaptation in the Everglades
among the survivors, assuring that the borderland would continue to vex American settlers.
Although numerous raids, murders, and depredations occurred between white Floridians
and Seminole Indians in 1835, all-out warfare did not occur until December 28 of that year. On
that day, a force of 180 Seminole and Black Seminole fighters attacked Major Francis L. Dade
and his detachment of approximately 100 U.S. soldiers in the Wahoo Swamp, near the
Withlacoochee River. Dade and his men were on their way from Fort Brooke on Tampa Bay to
Fort King, the headquarters of the OIA on the Seminole reservation. Conditions between the
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Seminoles and the OIA had deteriorated to the brink of warfare. The army tasked Dade with
moving troops and supplies to Fort King as a show of force to convince the Seminoles that
resistance to removal was essentially suicidal. Indeed, the OIA, the territorial government, and
the U.S. military felt confident that the superior fire power and organization of the army would
dissuade the Seminoles from lashing out.
The attack on Dade’s forces, which became known among settlers as the Dade Massacre,
embodied the quintessential guerrilla warfare that would characterize the Seminole strategy for
the ensuing seven years of war. The Seminole force, led by Jumper, Alligator, and principle chief
Micanopy, followed Dade and his men for days, waiting for the return of Osceola, who vowed to
settle the score with his nemesis OIA Agent Wiley Thompson. According to John and Mary Lou
Missall, the large group of warriors “could wait no longer” for Osceola as Dade’s group entered
the Wahoo Swamp.55 In Alligator’s own words, “[every] warrior was protected by a tree, or
secreted in the high palmettos,” awaiting the signal of Jumper.56 As the U.S. soldiers came upon
the swamp, the 180 Seminoles attacked. After a full day of concealed attacks, Dade and his men
were almost entirely killed. Only three survivors remained. At approximately the same time as
the attack on Dade, Osceola exacted vengeance upon Thompson, shooting him at the OIA office
at Fort King. The ambush and timed attacks on Dade and Thompson should have taught the army
a costly lesson about Seminole invisibility, coordination, and knowledge of the landscape.
Invisibility was, for the Seminoles, a crucial component of their wartime strategy and their
identity during the Second Seminole War. They prided themselves on their ability to evade not
only capture but even being seen by the enemy. Indeed, as Alligator proudly proclaimed in his
statement on the Dade ambush, invisibility was the overall strategy. Because the Seminoles
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grasped the power of invisibility, natural knowledge, and mobility, they would rarely engage in
traditional warfare. They continued to use environmental features, such as hammocks, swamps,
and marshes, to plan and execute ambushes throughout the war. Their guerrilla-style tactics
posed a significant dilemma to the U.S. military with its West Point, European-style training.57 In
the early years of the conflict, the Seminoles deployed large numbers of warriors, yet maintained
surprise and concealment in the Florida landscape due to their environmental knowledge. Indeed,
the Seminoles and black fighters that attacked Dade and his men numbered almost two hundred
individuals.58 Later battles at Dunlawton, Withlacoochee Cove, and Okeechobee in the 1830s
also featured large forces. They preferred instead to plan guerrilla attacks and then flee before the
army could properly organize and retaliate. The Seminole strategy ultimately illustrated the
inversed power dynamics on display throughout the war. When faced with American military
might, the Seminoles relied on traditional methods of movement and the use of resources in
order to prove their authority in the borderlands.
The army, however, continued to search out the Seminoles for a direct confrontation at
least until 1838. Multiple generals of the U.S. army who served early on in the Second Seminole
War in Florida, including Winfield Scott, Duncan L. Clinch, and Edmund P. Gaines, attempted
to engage Seminole warriors in traditional battles that rarely ever materialized. Regular soldiers
and volunteers drawn from the southern states, led by meticulously trained commanders,
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followed the plans concocted by officers who thought they had good intelligence concerning the
whereabouts of the Seminole fighting force. This strategy during the first year and a half of the
war embodied the American belief in the superior organization and intellect of white men.
Bolstered by the belief in their training, supplies, and numbers, the American army and
numerous southern volunteer regiments expected the war to be over relatively quickly. Indeed,
according to John Missall and Mary Lou Missall, volunteer companies from southern states
“envisioned a swift and glorious campaign that would quickly drive the Seminoles into the
sea.”59 Almost immediately, however, the army faced nearly insurmountable problems
concerning its access to not only the bulk of the Seminole force but the landscape of Florida
itself, exposing the limits of American authority in the borderlands.
In the rare instances in which the Seminoles would protect a valued position and engage
in a protracted battle, the Seminoles rarely aimed at a definitive victory. Warriors endeavored to
create enough confusion and casualties to allow for gradual withdrawal into the Florida
wilderness. There were multiple reasons for the Seminoles to use such a strategy. First, they
knew that the United States possessed more firepower and more fighting men. Second,
maintaining an image of elusiveness bolstered their own identity and connections to the natural
landscape of Florida. The Seminoles also realized that they could easily provoke the army’s
frustration by beating a hasty retreat. Exacerbating such frustration could give the Seminoles the
upper hand. Finally, the Seminole fighters did not travel alone. Bands traversed the Florida
landscape together, including women, children, the elderly, and the infirm. Keeping communities
together and mobile was absolutely necessary for the Seminoles, as their personal and collective
identities were also rooted in their kinship connections. Traveling with families and other
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noncombatants made withdrawals a necessity when facing the United States Army.60 Withdrawal
from pitched battles also allowed Seminole warriors to plan and execute other surprise attacks.
The conflict in strategies between the United States and the Seminoles essentially created
a chase across the peninsula, with the United States army in constant pursuit of an enemy that
always seemed somewhere in front of them. As the war dragged on, however, the piecemeal
defeat of Seminole bands, coupled with a negotiated surrender of many of the Black Seminoles,
decreased the Seminoles’ ability to field sizable forces; large attacks or battles were no longer
feasible.61 The last major engagements of the war, the Battle of Okeechobee in 1837 and the
1838 Battle of Loxahatchee, brought about a change in Seminole tactics, although this new
strategy still made use of the natural landscape. Small groups of Seminoles concealed themselves
in the hard to reach areas of Florida to avoid capture and removal. Small raids, guerrilla tactics,
and near-constant mobility became the dominant strategy. Subsistence strategies became
essential to the mobile nature of Seminole life during the war. As Patsy West notes, the Seminole
were able to secure food and supplies in the Everglades and the southern coasts of the peninsula,
using wrecking, trade with Bahamians or Cubans, and other means to sustain the small groups
still opposing removal.62
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It was ultimately the Seminoles’ knowledge of the Florida environment that made both
their early battles and the eventual scattering of bands possible, once more illustrating their
belonging in Florida and their authority over the landscape. The diverse climates and topography
of the territory allowed the Seminoles to conceal themselves in various types of terrain in order
to coordinate attacks. Captain Joseph Rowe Smith found the area surrounding the Suwannee
River to be “a most beautiful hiding place for the Indians,” due to the “country alternating with
hammocks, and pine barrens, oak ridges and Cabbage hammocks…[and] in many places, a very
luxuriant growth of Palmetto.”63 The Seminoles also surreptitiously mapped the movements of
the army through their territory. While in pursuit of a band of Seminoles in 1840, Smith
stumbled upon a tree carving on the bank of the Suwannee River that indicated the presence of
patrol boats. The drawing of two schooners above a crooked line, “was designed, undoubtedly, to
convey to the other Indians, the information of vessels being somewhere on the river.”64 The use
of a tree to convey information to other Seminoles and their black allies is yet another example
of the connections that existed between Seminole identity and the landscape. The natural
landscape provided both cover and knowledge for the Seminoles. The original carver of the
clandestine message must have known that other Seminoles would perhaps look to the landscape
for such information. The trees held collective importance as a medium through which the
Seminoles could communicate, thus further rooting their common identity in the natural world
and marking their authority.
American soldiers, in comparison, found much of the Florida terrain “nearly
impracticable for man,” and it suggested to them that Indians could go where it was impossible
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for whites to follow.65 This fed the belief among white Americans that Indians could live in
places that no white settler would attempt to cultivate. Major Joshua A. Coffee’s survey of the
eastern bank of the Ocklawaha River in 1827, for instance, reported that “no white person would
think of residing” on the land.66 The report of Lieutenant Collinson R. Gates fourteen years later
in 1841 echoed Coffee’s opinion. Gates stated that the area along the Withlacoochee River,
which the Seminoles favored, did not possess “one acre of land which is hospitable for a white
man.”67 The movement of the Seminoles through rugged terrain during the war reinforced the
perceived differences between the Seminole tribe and white society. Later operations in the
Everglades in the 1840s proved no more successful in corralling bands of Seminoles, whom
Lieutenant Colonel Newman S. Clarke characterized as “erratic,” due to their dispersal and “the
facility with which they usually elude search and pursuit.”68 Lieutenant John Bonnell Marchand
testified to his Mosquito Fleet Commander John T. McLaughlin that Marchand had “every
reason to believe that many of the Islands in [the Everglades] are peopled with [Seminoles].”69
Indeed, by the fall of 1839, the Seminoles almost exclusively retreated to the Everglades. The
slow progress of the war, especially the military’s construction of more forts and roads,
pressured the Seminoles further and further south. For many Seminoles, however, the Everglades
were a last resort. Unlike the Mikasuki band of Seminoles, which had taken refuge in the
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Everglades since the 1820s, most Seminoles considered the remote expanse of water and grass
unfamiliar. The Seminoles, however, quickly adapted to the terrain and took refuge in the
various natural features of the unexplored area.70
Although the Seminoles were able to stay mobile and maintain concealed hideouts, the
lifestyle of such heightened movement strained their ability to produce crops or maintain food
supplies, which caused considerable hardship. Hardships fell not just on the warriors but on
women, children, the elderly, and the infirm. Coacoochee testified that although he could “live
like a wolf,” he felt pity for how “women and children suffered when driven from swamp to
swamp.”71 Soldiers frequently came across the paths of Seminole civilians while scouting. Capt.
Smith came across the trail of a lone woman and child near Fort Fanning in February of 1840.
Their tracks were close to a large Indian camp of what Smith estimated to be about eight or ten
families, where he saw signs of agricultural cultivation.72 Indeed, Seminole women attempted to
farm in concealed areas where bands made their camps. They performed this necessary labor
despite the probability that the site would have to be abandoned or would be destroyed by
soldiers on expeditions. While scouting in the Everglades in 1842, Lieutenant Marchand reported
the vast amount of cultivation taking place on remote islands in the area around what he referred
to as Cocoa Nut Island. One such island held five acres of crops, including corn, pears, beans,
and pumpkins, all of which “had a thriving growth.” Marchand proudly reported that he
“destroyed everything useful to the Indians.”73 As the war progressed, destruction of Seminole
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food supplies became a major goal of the U.S. military, as an indirect means of inducing tribes to
give up.
Seminole identity underwent important shifts during the Second Seminole War. The
identity of the Seminoles was indeed tied to rootedness in place, especially land in Florida that
could sustain their communities, a fact that runs counter to common notions of Native American
mobility both in the nineteenth century and now. Self-sufficiency in a complex ecosystem like
the varied landscape of Florida literally grounded the identities of Seminole men and women.
Mobility had always been important, especially for hunting and keeping track of cattle, but the
Second Seminole War’s emphasis on heightened mobility enhanced the gravity of mobility for
Seminole people. It became a crucial component of survival and maintaining their existence in
Florida. In order to remain on the land that supported their identity, they would have to become
even more mobile within that landscape. The complex melding of stasis and mobility for
Seminole people strengthened their resolve and enhanced their power against the federal
government’s attempts to remove them. The malleability of Seminole identity boded ill for
Americans’ attempts to impose their settler colonial system in the borderlands. The ability of the
Seminoles to seemingly master the different topographies of Florida gave them the upper hand
against not only the multitude of American forces who felt stymied by the landscape but also the
influx of white settlers. It reinforced Seminole power and autonomy in the borderlands against a
better outfitted and organized enemy. The federal government would have to reevaluate its
strategy in many cases. Though the army would continue to hunt Seminole bands, it also moved
toward a policy of negotiation in an attempt to reassert its authority.
The policy of negotiated surrender, however, also demonstrated the uneven power
dynamics at play in the Second Seminole War. As mentioned previously, the tribe existed as a
diffuse collection of bands that often formed around towns and a subchief of considerable
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influence. Bands included warriors, families, and slaves. During the war, family units could
disperse if danger came too close and they deemed fighting impossible. The diffusion of
Seminole bands, however, also made collecting them for removal a time-consuming process, a
fact that some chiefs used to their advantage. Seminole leaders would negotiate surrender and
removal, but only when a particular band was pushed to the point of desperation after months or
years of eluding capture. A standard response in negotiations, though, was to inform military
officials that bands were gathering together to surrender. Many times, however, chiefs would
then use the time to relocate away from danger or prepare a series of raids and strikes. Some
leaders also came to military camps under the pretense of surrendering for removal but instead
used the time at the army camp to rest, recuperate, eat, and gather supplies. Frustration with this
activity pervaded all levels of the army. General Thomas S. Jesup complained to Colonel
Zachary Taylor in 1837 that subchief Holatoochee caused Jesup much embarrassment by
assuring the general “that he was collecting his people, when [Jesup] had information the day
before the Seminole Camp broke up near Tampa that [Holatoochee] had made no effort to do
so.”74 The sudden disappearance of surrendering bands once in custody also vexed lower ranking
soldiers. In a series of letters from Samuel Forry, a surgeon with the army, to his friend General
John W. Phelps, Forry related that a group of approximately 200 “friendly Indians,” including
chief John Hicks, had arrived at Fort King in August 15, 1837 in order to surrender. The
Seminole group reported that “all the Chiefs, save [Mikasuki chief] Sam Jones,” would surrender
in October at Fort Brooke in Tampa. After receiving food, rest, and medical treatment, however,
“every Indian disappeared, as if by magic,” on August 20, about five days after their arrival.75
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Furor over Indian disappearance during the war reached near hysterical levels in 1837 when a
group of Seminole leaders allegedly escaped the prison at Fort Marion in St. Augustine. The
men, including legendary warrior Coacoochee (Wild Cat) and prominent Black Seminole John
Horse, had purposely purged themselves with traditional medicine in order to shed weight during
their incarceration, so as to fit through the small window at the top of their cell. The men
managed to escape and return to their bands.76 The collective consequence of so much escape
and cunning augmented American frustrations. It also, however, enhanced Seminole beliefs in
their own power and their ability to resist American designs. They relished their ability to evade
capture right under the noses of American officials.
Though the federal government moved toward a policy of negotiated surrender in some
cases, the refusal of other bands to surrender still forced the American military to search them
out. Though commanders early in the war attempted to engage the Seminoles in open combat in
the style familiar to all trained U.S. officers, the army deemed this strategy ineffective due to the
eventual dispersal of the Seminole tribe after 1838. Search-and-capture then became the
dominant method for waging the war. In both cases, the U.S. experience of the conflict resulted
in deep frustration over the inability to traverse complicated and unfamiliar terrain. The problems
that resulted from American attempts to track, capture, and remove the Seminoles had disastrous
consequences for white American power in the Florida borderlands and brought the certainty of
Florida’s americanization into question.
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In order for the army to successfully search for and capture the small, remaining bands of
Seminoles it would need to tame the landscape in a way that benefitted American modes of
movement. Roads would make the not only the movement of columns of men possible, but it
would also aid in the movement of supplies and resources. Indeed, the American military
constantly worried about the integrity of supply routes in the sparsely settled Florida interior.
Wagons and pack animals, the main conveyance of supplies, necessitated open, easy-to-follow
roads. After Colonel Zachary Taylor assumed command of the United States’ operations in May
of 1838, he crafted a campaign strategy that consisted principally of road construction.77 Officers
frequently commented on the practicability of road construction in their scouting reports. Many
of them found the prospect unsavory, however, given the propensity for impossibly thick brush
and the alarming amount of standing water. In the absence of roads, marching proved dangerous.
More often than not, the military found maps to be unreliable, and getting lost with dwindling
provisions could be disastrous. Marching through undeveloped terrain was also physically
grueling. Lieutenant Marchand reported that part of his force had to return to Fort Henry due to
the “laceration of their feet caused by the sharp limestone rocks over which they passed in the
pines.” “Indeed,” he said, “many of the men returned almost barefooted.”78 Sergeant Major Joel
W. Jones likewise recounted the pain endured on overland expeditions. Jones’ detachment was
“much fatigued” from marching all day on March 21, 1836 in an area Jones curtly described as
having “No roads. Water most of the time knee deep.” Although the men possessed mules and
wagons to move supplies, the men had “to assist the mules in getting along with the wagons and
two pieces of artillery.” Insult piled onto injury on the night of March 30, when a well-hidden
band of Seminole warriors “absolutely laughed at us and when we retired jeered at us.”79 The
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Seminole men felt so assured of their concealment that they felt comfortable giving away their
location by laughing at the difficulties of Jones’ detachment.
The construction of roads for the use of the American military also once more attempted
to mark the landscape as dominated by American modes of movement. As discussed in chapter
two, roads signaled American power and engineering. They marked the environment as
americanized and bent the landscape to American will. They could be used by not only the
military but also white settlers. In essence, the military could assist not only their own mission
but also the mission of white settler colonialism at large. Taylor estimated that the army
constructed “eight hundred and forty-eight miles of wagon-road, and three thousand six hundred
and forty-three feet of causeway and bridges” during his building campaign of 1838.80 These
roads could be traveled not only by the army but also ordinary white settlers eager to claim new
land or resources. They fundamentally re-shaped the Florida landscape in order to foster
American movement and American settlement. American-made roads also competed with native
understandings and use of space. The Second Seminole War can be read as a contest between
white and Seminole ways of using and claiming space and movement.
Traversing Florida’s waterways proved equally as daunting as overland travel for the
army. They struggled early in the war with river crossings, and they suffered dearly for their
trouble. The Withlacoochee Cove area witnessed three failed attempts by the army to
successfully cross the river and engage a large force of Seminole fighters on the south bank.
General Duncan Lamont Clinch was the first to attempt a crossing on New Year’s Day, 1835.
Clinch, possessing what John and Mary Lou Missall politely term “an imperfect knowledge” of
the river, tried to ferry his men across one of the deepest points in the river using an abandoned
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canoe that the detachment discovered on the north bank.81 The difficult crossing gave the
Seminoles ample opportunity to plan a surprise attack from a dense hammock, resulting in an
American retreat. General Edmund P. Gaines fared little better, returning to the exact same spot
in February of 1836. After a harrowing attempt to cross the river, he erected a small fort on the
north side of the river called Camp Izard.82 Near-constant Seminole pressure, however, forced
Gaines to eventually abandon the position.83 Finally, territorial governor Richard Keith Call tried
his hand at crossing the Withlacoochee in October of 1836. Supply issues, coupled with the fact
that his men brought no tools with which to make rafts, forced Call to abandon the crossing.84
The Withlacoochee offered no quarter for the over-confident and under-prepared U.S. military.
General Thomas S. Jesup pushed for a reassessment of the army’s approach to traversing
waterways by using Seminole canoe technology. He understood that the mobility of the
Seminoles forced the balance of power in Florida shift in favor of the Seminoles. Appropriating
the tools of Indian mobility might tip the scales back in favor of the Americans. The Battle of
Okeechobee spurred Jesup to implement his new strategy. On January 30, 1837, Jesup penned a
letter to Colonel Zachary Taylor on the subject of cypress canoes. Taylor’s force of eight
hundred regular soldiers and volunteers had fought some four hundred Seminole warriors and
their black allies at the Battle of Okeechobee on Christmas Day.85 The Indian group, led by
fabled leaders Sam Jones, Alligator, and Wild Cat, retreated across the lake after injuring and
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killing a significant number of Taylor’s detachment.86 With the enemy withdrawing across the
large, unfamiliar lake, and Taylor boat-less, the U.S. Army found itself once again stymied by
circumstance.87 Jesup’s letter to Taylor, brimming with optimism, offered a strategy for pursuing
the Seminoles. He acknowledged that it was “doubtful whether wagons or even packhorses can
be taken” to the eastern side of Okeechobee from the principal headquarters of the Army, Fort
Brooke, located on Tampa Bay. Instead, the army should use cypress canoes. Jesup received
intelligence from “Indians and others” that the lakes extending just south of Kissimmee were
navigable and connected to Lake Okeechobee. Frustrated in his attempts at drawing out the
enemy, Jesup realized that he had to use the technology of the Seminoles in order to restore
American supremacy in the war and in the territory of Florida. Jesup conjectured that, if the
intelligence concerning the lakes was true, and the canoes could be easily obtained, “the war may
be certainly closed this winter.”88 With the benefit of hindsight, historians and other observers
know that Jesup’s canoe strategy would not close the war. The war would continue for almost
five more years.
Jesup’s confidence in the new strategy encapsulated two fundamental assumptions about
American authority, power, and mobility at play in the Florida borderlands. First, the
appropriation of Indian resources and knowledge continued to prove an essential facet of
developing American power in Florida. Indian access to resources such as land, cattle, slaves,
and modes of transportation like canoes threatened white settlement and white supremacy. Much
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like white settlers’ appropriation and theft of these resources, the American military attempted to
undermine Seminole access and enhance white access by appropriating Indian resources,
technology, and knowledge. The appropriation of Black Seminoles throws these assumptions
into sharp relief. The U.S. army sometimes relied upon the knowledge of either captured or
enterprising Black Seminoles in order to track down Seminole bands or navigate the Florida
landscape. A number of prominent Black Seminoles worked for the army during the war,
including John Horse, Abraham, and John Caesar.89 The army paid them for their services as
interpreters and guides. According to Jesup’s records, the army paid Abraham “two dollars and
fifty cents per day” as an interpreter. Jesup favored Abraham’s work so much that he paid him
over double what other interpreters were paid, which was one dollar per day.90 Much like the
canoes, Jesup attempted to use Indian knowledge and identity, as embodied in Black Seminole
men, to accomplish his goals and divest the Seminoles of their land and authority in Florida.
Second, Jesup’s ultimately misplaced confidence in the canoe strategy captures the overarching
confidence that white Americans held in the Florida project in general. White ingenuity,
settlement, movement, and power, according to men like Jesup, would quickly vanquish the
obstacles faced by Americans in Florida. The implementation of white supremacy, however,
would prove to be much more fraught than Americans initially supposed.
Although Jesup’s canoe strategy would prove unsuccessful, he had good reason to want
to improve the army’s approach to watery terrain. Marshes and swamps proved especially
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difficult during the search-and-remove phase of the war. Marching through standing water was
both unhealthy and physically draining, leading to many instances of disease and exhaustion.
W.E. Pima’s scouting report from July of 1841 spoke directly to the harsh conditions his men
endured during their trek inland from Cedar Key on the Gulf of Mexico. Pima lamented that his
“movements were somewhat impeded by the appearance of sickness among the men.” He also
reported that, of the distance traveled by the group, three-quarters of it was under water. They
encamped in hard-to-find hammock land, but the abundant mosquitos deprived his men “of that
rest the fatigue, incident to the duty, required.”91 The soldiers’ zeal in tracking Seminoles
through such terrain could sometimes result in absurd difficulties that made the army’s progress
even more labored. Captain Joseph Rowe Smith’s men made a nearly fatal error while searching
for Seminoles in the swampy area between Fort Fanning and Fort Jennings in what is now Levy
County. After following a stream, the detachment discovered a well-supplied but recently
abandoned Indian camp that had several canoes. The soldiers destroyed everything in the camp,
including the cypress canoes, in an attempt to limit the access of the Seminoles to another hiding
place. The soldiers’ pride turned to consternation the next day, however, when they discovered
they were on an island and had destroyed their only means of transportation the day before. They
hastily repaired the canoes, which nonetheless sank during the crossing. Luckily for them they
only lost a musket in the attempted crossing.92
The Everglades proved similarly confounding for the U.S. Navy. The Everglades, the
longtime domain of Sam Jones and the Mikasuki band of Seminoles, figured as the main theatre
of the war in the 1840s. The landscape of the vast area provided unusual obstacles for the U.S.
military. Although the Everglades is predominately marshy, there are also dense hammock
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islands and an abundance of limestone. The Navy needed boats that could traverse the shallow
marshes and rivers of the Everglades but were also light enough to be carried across islands of
hammocks or limestone. Lieutenant John McLaughlin requested adding canoes and shallowdraft, flat-bottomed boats to the Navy’s fleet, dubbing his new force The Mosquito Fleet.
McLaughlin typified the younger, “more flexible junior officers” among the Navy who did not
believe in an “adherence to the older concepts [that] delayed the development” of a new riverine
strategy, according to naval historian George Buker.93 The specialized boats, however, did not
guarantee success at finding the Seminoles. Lieutenant Marchand of the Mosquito Fleet reported
that his fellow officer, Lieutenant Rodgers, was “almost in despair at not having caught any
Indians on his last scout.”94 Though officers like Jesup and McLaughlin comprehended the
uneven aspects of movement and power in the Second Seminole War, and though they desired to
improve their strategies to account for Seminole knowledge, many Seminole peoples still eluded
their capture.
The difficulties with the Florida landscape and the superior mobility of the Seminoles
ultimately created a pervasive atmosphere of frustration among white soldiers, once more
demonstrating the importance of movement to the exercise of power in the Second Seminole
War. Captain Joseph Rowe Smith took the time in an 1838 Valentine’s Day letter to grouse to his
wife that Congress “appear[ed] to think the army is toiling in vain… through the Swamps of
Florida.” He was afraid the army “shall not do much more this campaign. The Indians are
scattering, I fear.”95 “Although it is no great matter to capture an Indian,” he continued, “still so
many have failed to do so, --that it is in fact quite a feat.”96 If the expectations of the American
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public weighed heavily on a captain, they must have felt even more cumbersome to the
numerous generals who served their time in Florida. Although Zachary Taylor found acclaim in
the wilds of Florida, frustration with the treacherous landscape tarnished the reputations of most
other commanders. The questionable decisions made by numerous officers evidence the extreme
political stress under which they labored. General Jesup earned the ire of soldier and civilian
alike when he began taking captives under a flag of truce in 1837.97 Brigadier General Walter K.
Armistead used the same tactic in 1841 after chiefs Tiger Tail and Halleck Tustenuggee
embarrassed him by leaving during negotiations. General Alexander Macomb came under fire in
1840 from some observers for using bloodhounds in the pursuit of the Seminoles.98 Lower
officers and enlisted men also demonstrated unease concerning their mission in Florida. Lt. Col.
N.S. Clarke remarked that his men “have been animated by a desire to achieve something. That
they have not achieved more may be attributed to the nature [of] the country.”99 Noncommissioned officer Sgt. Maj. Joel W. Jones described the entire conflict as “senseless and
useless,” avowing that “Uncle Sam shall not catch me in such a place again.”100 Finally, in an
anonymous letter to the National Intelligencer in March of 1837, one man vented the frustration
common to his fellow soldiers. He outlined the difficult marches through hammocks and
swamps, the ease of the Seminoles in retreating to concealed locations, and the “maledictions” of
the press that assailed the efforts of the military. To all of this the soldier replied that, “No one,
certainly, can pretend to say that the swamps and hammocks of Florida are more easily
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penetrated than the fastnesses of the brigand and guerilla.”101 Overall, the frustration of tracking
the Seminoles and their black allies through unforgiving terrain fomented a palpable selfconsciousness among the members of the U.S. military concerning their superiority and their
mission. The slow progress of the war took on personal and collective meanings. Individual
soldiers, including high-ranking officers, internalized their frustration. Many also feared the
implications of the war for the strength of white American supremacy in the borderlands. Indeed,
if white identity could not be forced upon the landscape by a well-trained military, how could the
project in Florida be accomplished?
Settler Movement During the War
The efforts of the military alone could not americanize Florida, control the movement of
nonwhites, and remove the Seminoles. White Americans on local and national scales resorted to
augmenting the influence of ordinary settlers to accomplish the United States’ goals in Florida.
Indeed, as many historians have recently demonstrated, the process of settler colonialism
americanized the North American continent far more than military might on the part of the
United States. The focus on settler colonialism, that is, the process whereby ordinary settlers
transformed borderlands into American spaces, magnifies the importance of movement to the
process of expansion and formation of white identity. In the case of the Florida borderlands,
continued Seminole movement amplified the importance of mobility and settlement for white
Floridians. Settlers frequently commented on the Second Seminole War’s impact on their
movement and sense of security. For white men especially, the lines between civilian and soldier
became increasingly hazy in the Florida borderlands as settler men attempted to protect their
families, enslaved dependents, and property. Government officials further blurred the distinction
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between soldier and civilian through various government actions, especially the Armed
Occupation Act of 1842. Settler women also recognized that their movement and settlement held
important power in Florida. As historian Laurel Clark Shire has shown, white settler women’s
creation of domestic space was a vital component of settling Florida. I would further argue that
their free movement, in addition to their settlement, also signaled the americanization of Florida.
In sum, the United States government relied upon the movement and stability of settlers to
impose white identity and power upon the landscape of Florida. As Seminole mobility showed
the shortcomings of imposing white American supremacy via military force, white politicians
increasingly turned to both white mobility and rootedness as the primary method of
Americanizing the Florida landscape.102
For settlers in Florida, one of the primary fears that accompanied the Second Seminole
War was the decreased ability to move freely about the landscape. The concealment of Seminole
bands and individuals made travel a risky enterprise, and white settlers responded with
frustration and incredulity. Men especially felt a fundamental unease about the prospect of being
bested in movement by the Seminoles. Civilian men, much like soldiers, assumed that their
movement held personal and collective meanings about whiteness and power in the borderlands.
Travel, especially upon horseback, was not only a desired leisure activity but also a show of
power and status. Indeed, horses were somewhat expensive to acquire, and thus signaled a class-
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conscious identity. In addition, African men were almost exclusively prohibited from owning
horses in the slave south. Although there is little evidence of laws against black men and women
owning horses, there is ample evidence that white southerners viewed such behavior as suspect.
Dylan Penningroth’s examination of black property ownership demonstrates that horse
ownership among both enslaved and free blacks raised alarm among white residents in southern
towns.103 Horseback riding, which increased mobility, was an activity limited to white men of
some means.
The Second Seminole War amplified the importance of unrestricted horseback travel for
white American men in the Florida borderlands. Many settler men insisted on maintaining this
mode of travel despite the many risks of ambush by Seminole warriors. Rosalie Reid, daughter
of Robert K. Reid, implored her father to avoid traveling through the Florida landscape. In a
letter to her father, Reid related a story of a stagecoach robbing committed by a group of Indians
that occurred just outside St. Augustine. Her alarm over the story motivated her to ask her father,
“for your own – and for all our sakes,” to forego his “partiality to travel through the country,”
presumably on horseback.104 Horseback travelers were a prime target for concealed Seminole
attacks, as the testimony of Benjamin Finklepaugh demonstrates. Finklepaugh wrote to his
brother in 1840 about a gruesome sight he witnessed outside of the settlement of Micanopy (a
settlement named, ironically, after the Seminole chief). Finklepaugh was on his way to Fort
Wheelock to alert the soldiers of a Seminole raid on a cornfield in Micanopy. On his journey,
Finklepaugh came upon “two men and two horses […] all cut to pieces.” Finklepaugh had reason
to be alarmed by the attack upon mounted men, as it was his job to deliver mail by horseback in
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the area. Indeed, horses were the main conveyance of American power, civilization, and
governmental authority in the borderlands. Captain Joseph Rowe Smith seemed assured that
“Indians are much more afraid of mounted men, than of foot soldiers.” But Finklepaugh’s report,
and the reports of countless other settlers, shows that even mounted travel could not protect
white supremacy in the borderlands. Coming upon mounted casualties must have shaken settlers
to their cores, as horses were seen as an extension of white power and hegemony over the
landscape.105
White settler men sometimes compensated for their loss of mobile power by maintaining
secure spaces in their homes for other refugee settlers. Creating stability and stasis for other
American settlers and their families signaled power in the borderland context, individually and
collectively. It temporarily amplified white men’s access to more dependents, thus increasing
their overall status. In addition, it blurred the line between civilian settlement and military
fortress, once more signaling settlement as an extension of American power. In more settled
areas of the territory, such as on the St. Johns River, large plantations provided shelter for fleeing
residents. Jane Murray Sheldon remembered seeking refuge for six weeks at John J. Bulow’s
plantation on the river in 1835. The plantation was expansive and temporarily housed settlers
who Sheldon alleged were “afraid to attempt to go to St. Augustine without protection.”106 In the
sparsely settled country of Columbia County, individual homesteads became sanctuaries for
settler families. George Keen recalled that his uncle Joseph B. Keen was one of a handful of
householders who opened up his property to scared residents. The “object was to gather to one
place, unite and protect each other” from roaming Seminole bands who were spotted in the area.
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This stability was crucial for an area that, according to George Keen, did not depend upon
frequent mobility for its prosperity. Keen stated that “the men did not have any business” outside
of their own work at home, so they “did not know the way from one settlement to another.” This
dearth of knowledge about the area “caused a great many people to be killed while going from
their homes to a place of safety.”107
It can be seen that the artful combination of both mobility and settlement imbued
whiteness with meaning in the Florida borderlands. Settlers viewed these complex blends of
movement and stasis as something that set them apart from the Seminoles and gave white
settlement an ordained nature. Despite the fraught settler colonial war going on in their midst,
white Americans attempted to reify their presumed rights to both movement and settlement. The
anxieties that white settlers felt for their property, security, and overall project to Americanize
Florida actually redoubled their commitment to combat nonwhite power in the borderlands.
White Americans did not shy away from the conflicts over power, space, and control in Florida.
Settler women also relied upon their mobility to signal their belonging in Florida and
their station in life. The common historical narrative concerning white women in the nineteenth
century revolved around the idea of separate spheres, popularized by scholars such as Mary Beth
Norton, Nancy Cott, and Anne Firor Scott. These historians viewed nineteenth-century American
society as one dominated by two “separate spheres” for men and women respectively. Men
occupied the public sphere, while society relegated women to the private, domestic sphere. The
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, according to these historians, witnessed the gradual
erosion of these boundaries and the movement of women into the public, political sphere. More
recent historians, however, have questioned the separate sphere narrative. Scholars of women’s
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history like Drew Gilpin Faust, Amanda Vickery, Rosemarie Zagarri, and Thavolia Glymph
demonstrated that women operated in very public ways in the early nineteenth century,
sometimes to reify systems of inequality like slavery and white supremacy. This scholarship
proves that women had much more power and mobility in society than earlier historians
supposed. Women in the borderlands also had a tremendous amount of political power and
influence. Laurel Clark Shire and Margaret Jacobs specifically analyze women’s roles and white
uses of gender to uphold white supremacy in settler colonialism. Both white men and women
used white women’s presence in borderlands to dispossess native people of land and traditional
ways of life. I argue that women in the Florida borderlands likewise had a great deal of freedom
and performed valuable labor in erecting settler colonialism. Although they appealed to their
gender’s role in setting up domestic space and privileging domesticity, I contend that they also
appealed to their privileged movement as white settlers to enhance their own personal power and
the rights of white Americans to the land and resources of Florida.108
Though women of the cracker class were usually highly mobile, as discussed in chapter
2, women of privilege also desired a lifestyle that allowed them physical movement. Sisters
Corinna Aldrich and Ellen Brown, for instance, used leisurely mobility as a display of personal
identity, autonomy, and class. In writing to their brother, Mannevillette Brown, the sisters
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lamented the loss of mobility they experienced due to the war. Ellen enjoyed the “exercise” of
riding on horseback. Walking was fine for sauntering through an “uninhabited” town, but “in the
open country give me fast riding any gait you please.” Horseback riding no doubt gave her a
sense of freedom and control. The limits on the travel of women certainly vexed Brown. Corinna
Aldrich outlined these limits in another letter to Mannevillette Brown. She stated that “owing to
the times, ladies are not privileged to travel.” Though she was safely ensconced in the small town
of Newnansville, she further lamented that it “is considered dangerous to ride out any distance
without an escort.” For women of means like Ellen Brown and Corinna Aldrich, being confined
felt stifling. They explained to their brother that if they did not continue their travel “[we] fear
we should long remain in one spot.” This was also anathema to two women who grew up in the
hustle and bustle of Philadelphia. In a joint letter, one of the women opined that their brother
“[did not] know how striking the contrast is to be between living here and in Phila’. I feel as if I
was not of the world.” In order to maintain a connection to society, the women felt as though
they had to travel. They felt a calling to strengthen the fraying thread that tethered them to
American society.109
If the struggle for mobility impressed upon settler women the tenuousness of their
identities in the borderland, the elusiveness of maintaining settlement further heightened their
anxiety. Indeed, for most women in the nineteenth century, maintaining a home and a family was
intimately tied to ideas about identity and belonging. As Laurel Clark Shire shows in her work
The Threshold of Manifest Destiny, creating domestic space in Florida reflected the strength of
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the settler colonial project. Not being able to replicate this space and this important component of
white female identity in the Florida borderlands must have felt jarring. Ellen Brown and Corinna
Aldrich frequently commented on the ability of female friends and family to solidify their
domestic spaces in Florida. Their “Aunt Molly” was unable to build her desired home, or “put up
the house” as the Browns called it, while the war raged in 1837. Corinna and her husband,
Edward Aldrich, endured a great deal of unsettledness while he worked with the army as a
physician. Corinna complained to her brother that she could not wait for the war to be over,
because the young couple sought “a home on the St. John’s – high up there will be a new town.
Wherever that may be, we hope to pitch our tent.” Maintaining a permanent residence was also
important for Ellen and Corinna’s aunt, Delia Hall. Corinna explained that her aunt “would not
quit her plantation [at Mandarin] – she intends boarding at Jacksonville however, so she can
overlook it.” The simultaneous draw of both mobility and stasis signaled once more the
overwhelming preoccupation that white settlers had with movement in the borderland. It was a
measure of their superiority and refinement to be able to be both mobile and settled.110
Seminole bands attacked not only white settlements and travelers throughout the 1830s
and early 1840s, but they also indirectly attacked white supremacy and expansion by secreting
away African slaves from Florida’s white households. Slave capital was an integral feature of the
Florida economy, as discussed in chapter 2. Enslaved men and women also amplified white
identity by their sheer presence in the Florida borderlands. White men and women positioned
themselves in opposition to blackness by owning black bodies, a process that was essential for
maintain white identity in the messy border between Old Spanish Florida, New American
Florida, and Seminole territory. If Seminole bands made away with African men and women to
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augment their own numbers and enhance their resistance, it violently threw white supremacy and
access into question. White control over black bodies was not assured in such a context.
Enslaved people were among the first possessions to be secured when the threat of a Seminole
attack arose. Jane Murray Sheldon related that, in the haste to abandon their area, a neighbor
implored her husband John D. Sheldon, who was managing a plantation at the time, to “get the
negroes and household goods away as soon as possible.” Only after they secured the slaves and
household items did the family end up seeking shelter at John Bulow’s plantation further down
the St. Johns River. A “Mr. Watson” of Suwannee County also reported that he “removed his
Negroes and abandoned everything,” in the wake of Seminole attacks. Allegations of Seminole
theft of slaves were already decades old by the time of the Second Seminole War, and the stories
of slave theft continued to flood newspapers and official military reports. The continued “theft”
of African people by the Seminoles dredged up the specter of Old Spanish Florida for white
Americans. The free and informed movement of Africans and Indians meant chaos to white
minds. Controlling such nonwhite movement was always one of the driving goals of white
expansion in Florida, not only for expanding white enterprise but also for maintaining white
identity.111
The threats to white settler colonialism that accumulated for years during the Second
Seminole War threatened not just the lives of white Floridians but also the future of white
expansion into the borderland. One Jacksonville resident lamented in 1840 that “We are a
doomed people.” Indeed, the conflict with the Seminoles at times strengthened the resolve of
settlers but also caused them to deeply question the future success of settler colonialism and
American domination in Florida. The anonymous writer further charged that if the Seminoles

111

Reminiscence of Jane Murray Sheldon, 27 March 1914; Letter from George Colee to James
Riz, 1 January 1836, James David Glunt Papers, Box 1, Folder 5, UF.
201

were not defeated soon, “the savage will again roam at large, master of our forest, and lord of our
domain.” The Jacksonville writer succinctly encapsulated the meaning of the war. White
American property, control, supremacy, and identity was at stake in the Florida borderland. The
continued threat posed by continued Seminole movement in Florida forced the federal
government to act on numerous occasions in order to protect white settlement. Indeed, military
might would not be enough in the context of the Florida borderlands. Enhancing white settlement
was the secret weapon in fighting the Seminoles. For this reason, the government passed various
pieces of legislation to strengthen the bulwark of whiteness: settlement in Florida.112
The centerpiece of Florida settlement policy during the Second Seminole War was the
Armed Occupation Act of 1842 (AOA). The act gave free land in Florida to male heads of
households who settled in Florida and improved the land for five years. The goal of the act was
to place more armed white men in the Florida borderlands to protect the future of white
settlement, effectively blurring the distinction between civilian and soldier. According to
historian Laurel Clark Shire, the AOA signaled a definite shift in the gendered logic of
expansion. Rather than rely on white female domesticity like in previous government policy, the
AOA gave primacy to male heads of households. To expand on Shire’s research, one can also
see the AOA as an expansion not only of gendered settlement but also of white modes of access
generally. The AOA was a piece of legislation thoroughly invested in increasing the white
cultivation of Florida. In the debates over the bill, senators and representatives appealed both to
the suffering of settlers and the future impact that settlement would have on the American
economy. In the Senate, Missouri Democrat Thomas Hart Benton stated that the bill was
necessary because there were “too many” Seminoles still in Florida “to justify settlements by
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cultivators and others.” Peopling the land of Florida with individuals who would enhance white
enterprise was an important goal of the legislation, aside from the concerns over defense. Indeed,
Benton avowed that the “principle of the bill was residence and defence [sic].” The residence,
however, was meant for individuals who epitomized narratives about the power and ingenuity of
white Americans.113 In the House of Representatives, Isaac E. Holmes, a Democrat from South
Carolina, championed the potential of the bill to protect “the capitalist and the true laborer.”
Ohio Whig Samuel Stokely likewise assured his fellow representatives that the bill was “not
introduced as a fraud, nor would it operate as a mere bounty to a parcel of idle loafers.”114
In enhancing white access to land, enterprise, and power in the Florida territory, the AOA
also enhanced white identity. Strengthening whiteness through the imparting of access,
movement, and power was a necessary governmental action in the eyes of the act’s supporters.
Whig Representative John Pope of Kentucky offered a offered a comparative example of the
type of noble white settlers envisioned in the bill. He related a story about meeting several
families headed to Texas in his own travels to Arkansas. He marveled at the families who were
unafraid of making a new life in an unknown land, because they “were willing to fight for their
rights, and, by Heaven, they would have them.” The free entrance into Texas, much like the free
entry into Florida, was considered a fundamental right of white Americans. Securing the right to
move, either through force or through legislation, enhanced the power of whiteness, especially in
the borderland contexts of Texas and Florida. The right to establish white modes of access to
resources and enterprise was also inherently tied to white expansion. Making way for more farms
in Florida, which the legislators frequently alluded to, was a way to etch whiteness onto the
landscape of the Florida borderlands. The AOA was a piece of legislation that aimed to mark the
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landscape of Florida with white supremacy through white American movement, access, and
families.115
On the whole, the AOA successfully settled hundreds of families in Florida. In 1843,
Corinna Aldrich testified to her brother that “hundreds daily flock into the country to look up
lands […] and to take up those tracts offered by Government, under the armed occupation law.”
Even Aldrich’s husband Edward and her brother George aimed to take advantage of the land
policy, despite already living in the territory for almost a decade.116 Individuals who would go on
to prominent positions in the state government, such as future governor Ossian B. Hart. Hart,
also took advantage of the AOA. Hart secured a land grant for one-hundred-sixty acres on Indian
River six miles south of Fort Pierce in East Florida.117 Future agricultural tycoons also applied
for AOA permits, including pineapple grower Mills Olcott Burnham and orange grower
Douglass Dummett, both of whom established successful businesses in the state.118 On the
whole, the act brought thousands of settlers to Florida. Shire counts approximately 1,312 AOA
permit applications, but the “impact of the AOA on the population of Florida reached well
beyond” just those applications. Indeed, it created an impetus for settlement and a favorable
environment for white American mobility to and within the territory. The population of Florida
rose by 32,968 individuals between 1840 and 1850, an increase of 74.8% over ten years. The
white population alone accounted for an increase of almost 20,000 people. The number of
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enslaved individuals increased by almost 14,000, demonstrating that the enslavement of black
men and women remained an integral part of the Americanizing process.119
The AOA, however, did not completely accomplish its overall goal of diminishing the
access of the Florida Seminoles. Although the remaining Seminoles retreated predominately to
the isolation of the Everglades, their decision to do so was not affected by the AOA. This group,
with bands led by chiefs Billy Bowlegs and Sam Jones, respectively, withdrew almost
exclusively to the Everglades by 1840. The remaining group of Seminoles, many hailing from
the Mikasuki band, intended to use the difficult terrain of the Everglades to isolate themselves
from whites in Florida and ultimately remain in the territory. They continued to strengthen their
tribal identity and autonomy via use of the land. Indeed, this period of isolation was one of the
most important in developing a unifying tribal identity, especially for the Mikasuki band who
would eventually splinter off to form their own tribe. Seminole modes of access and their
continued existence in Florida flew in the face of the white supremacist goals of the AOA. In
addition, some white settlers doubted the effectiveness of the AOA to curb the Seminole
presence. Corinna Aldrich estimated that the rise in white settlement started “since the close of
the war, or [rather] cessation of hostilities, for there are still Indians in Florida.”120 As will be
discussed in the following chapter, warfare did indeed break out again between whites and
Seminoles in 1855. The AOA only partially diminished Seminole access, mostly due to the
settlement line of the policy being drawn further south in the peninsula. In a wider view,
however, the legislation could never fully check Seminole access in the territory. As the
lamentations of the anonymous Jacksonville resident and Corinna Aldrich further show, white
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settlers in Florida developed uneasy feelings about the ability of the federal government and the
army in fully securing white settler colonialism in Florida. Indeed, though the government
committed millions of dollars to the war, thousands of men and materiel, and the generous land
grants of the AOA, the federal government still had little control over nonwhite resistance and
movement in Florida. Many white settlers became disillusioned with the level of commitment
they thought the government put forth in the territory.
The Second Seminole War had a profound impact on white settler movement in Florida.
In many ways, the war called into question prevailing modes of how white supremacy could be
communicated through both movement and stasis. White mobility and settlement were
endangered because of Seminole mobility and resistance. In other ways, however, the war
accentuated the ties between whiteness, power, and settlement. The Second Seminole War was a
complex conflict that raised the stakes of movement in the Florida borderland and as well as the
stakes of expansion in North America.
Conclusion
In July of 1841, Colonel William J. Worth received the surrender of Coacoochee.
Coacoochee represented an important capitulation for the United States. In many ways he
embodied the Seminole resistance in the last years of the war. His sorrowful departure from
Florida, however, was not a celebration for some soldiers. John T. Sprague ruefully described the
scene, pitying the chief “whose only offence was defending his home, his fireside, [and] the
graves of his kindred.”121 Coacoochee also assisted the military in rounding up any remaining
chiefs and their bands, urging them to stem the suffering of their people. One of the last
important hold outs of the war, Halleck Tustenuggee, surrendered in April of 1842. Worth
agreed not to pursue any remaining Seminoles in the territory, provided they stay below the
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Peace River on the southwest side of the peninsula. Worth officially ended the war in August of
1842 after seven long years of warfare.
The Second Seminole War, as many historians have shown, was a conflict waged by the
United States against the Seminoles of Florida in the effort to expand slavery and American
control in the South. To go a step further, however, I would argue that the war was also a conflict
over the intersecting meanings of movement and authority. American settlers in Florida operated
on the assumption that their whiteness could overpower the space and nonwhite peoples of
Florida. Seminole power and mobility, however, demonstrated the limits of whiteness in an
inherited landscape. The colonial and native legacies of Florida ensured that white
americanization experienced a slow and painful process. It quickly became apparent to both the
military and civilians that the war itself was a referendum on the presumably unlimited access of
white Americans to the continent. Personally and collectively, white Americans drew meaning
from the reports of the war and the ability of Seminole men and women to escape the control of
white soldiers. The power of white settler colonialism was challenged in a space that should have
validated the incredible potential of American power.
The war also profoundly influenced and transformed Seminole identity. The mobility
necessitated by the war, and the ability to evade complete removal, became a vital component of
an emerging tribal identity. The unfinished nature of the Second Seminole War made the
Seminoles of Florida unique among the southeastern tribes. Despite the infamy gained through
this trial by fire, the Seminoles endured suffering on a massive scale. Although they existed in a
diffuse society, rootedness in place was important to them. The heightened movement of the war
endangered not only their lives but their societies and culture. Warfare and removal decimated
the population of the Seminoles in Florida and severed important social ties. Nonetheless, the
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stress of the period informed Seminole history and their historical understanding of their tribal
identity.
The questions and anxieties raised by the war, however, were left unanswered and
unresolved in 1842. Indeed, the United States would wage yet another war against the Seminoles
only thirteen years later. The 1840s and 1850s continued to expose the limits of white power in
Florida and the influence of nonwhite people on the landscape. White Floridians desperately
tried to reinforce their own access and identity while unsuccessfully limiting that of blacks and
Seminoles, forcing them into further armed conflict, even against other white Americans.
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CHAPTER 4
“Gratifying Their Roaming Propensities”:
Black & Native Resistance in the Statehood Period, 1840s-1850s
In 1936, formerly enslaved woman Margrett Nickerson recounted her experience of
slavery to Federal Writers’ Project interviewer Rachel Austin. In the course of her interview,
Nickerson recalled the punishment she witnessed slaveholders mete out to runaway slaves on
plantations in Middle Florida. When the slave patrols found runaways, the slaveowners outfitted
their recaptured chattel with a belled iron contraption. In Nickerson’s words, “they would put
[an] iron band round [their] neck and another round the waist and rivet [them] together down the
back; the bell would hang on the band round the neck so it would ring when the slave walked,
and then they wouldn’t [get] away.” Not only did the contraption signal where the enslaved
person was at all times, but it limited the range of movement that was often necessary for
absconding. The punishment of the device was not fleeting or rare, as Nickerson stated that she
saw “a host” or people who “wore these bells three and four months.”1
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The device Nickerson described is not unheard of by scholars of antebellum southern
slavery. 2 Drawings and photographs of various forms of manacles and iron contraptions abound
in contemporary documents. These seemingly medieval forms of punishment were extreme, but
they manifested in physical form the deep anxieties white southerners held about black
movement. The use of such devices in the Florida borderlands, however, held special
significance. Since the inception of the United States, Florida stood as a dreaded example of the
threat of nonwhite movement and the continued power of nonwhite people. Indian and black
mobility plagued the territory, according to white Americans in Florida. Nonwhite mobility
signaled power, control of the landscape, and autonomy. In the minds of white Floridians,
unchecked nonwhite movement would doom settler colonialism in Florida and its ability to erase
the borderlands in favor of complete American domination. For this reason, black resistance to
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bodily control took on extreme consequence in Florida. As discussed in Chapter 2, white
Floridians attempted to Americanize the territory through various economic schemes, including
the importation of American racial slavery. The surveillance and control of black movement,
especially of enslaved black people owned by whites, proved integral to the Americanizing
process and the strengthening of white settler colonialism in an inherited landscape. This chapter
aims to show that slave mobility in the 1840s and 1850s raised already pervasive anxieties
among white Floridians. The movement of white-owned slaves sowed seeds of doubt in the
minds of white Floridians about their ability to secure white supremacy through settler
colonialism.
For enslaved black Floridians, however, even their limited movement within the
landscape of Florida reinforced personal and collective autonomy. This chapter especially
analyzes the resistance and movement of enslaved people owned by white Floridians rather than
Black Seminoles or African Americans who belonged to native groups in the state. Various
forms of movement, even those performed in the service of white masters, informed how
enslaved men and women viewed themselves and their community. Most importantly, the ability
to move within the landscape enhanced black perceptions of their own personal and collective
power. The tentative hold of white Americans on Florida loosened with each vivid display of
black agency. A focus on black mobility in the Florida borderlands demonstrates the
intersections of movement and identity and the impact of mobility on the power dynamics in a
settler colonial realm.
In many ways, black Floridians used methods of resistance common among enslaved
people in the South. Escape, temporary visits to neighboring plantations or farms, and the illicit
use of resources occurred throughout the southern states. Florida’s experience of slave resistance,
however, must be taken in a borderland context. Historians have explored how antebellum
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slavery in border states and the western frontier made the institution more fraught. This was
especially the case in Civil War border states like Kentucky, Kansas, and Missouri. Scholars
such as Dianne Mutti Burke, Aaron Astor, Kristen Epps, and Stanley Harrold explore how the
shifting borders between settlement and wilderness, bondage and freedom, and the Confederacy
and the Union complicated slavery in these border states. Epps and Burke especially focus on
how the institution had to be both flexible and rigid in order to maintain racial hierarchies yet
allow for the various types of slaveholding dictated by the gradual process of American
settlement.3 Slavery in 1840s and 1850s Florida was equally as complex, and enslaved black
Floridians took advantage of the openings granted to them by Florida’s often rugged nature and
diverse regions. Most importantly for this study, however, are the conclusions of Stanley
Harrold’s Border War. Harrold convincingly argues that the existence of a North-South
borderland between slave and free states in the Lower North and Upper South created a profound
crisis centered on the escape of southern slaves to the North. Slave escape actually worsened the
sectional crisis, according to Harrold. The force of mobility and resistance also influenced the
political future of Florida, as white Floridians identified continued black movement as an
overarching threat to their settler colonial society, ultimately causing them to secede. In other
ways, however, slave resistance in Florida was exceptional given the native and colonial
histories of the state. White settler colonialism in Florida repeatedly collided with a complex
legacy of colonial neglect, nonwhite cooperation, and continued native autonomy. Within this
peculiar context, black physical resistance via movement emphasized the lack of control that
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American settlers had in the Florida peninsula and the persistent racial lawlessness of the
borderlands.
The outbreak of the Third Seminole War in 1855 further enhanced the concerns over
nonwhite movement. Slave resistance and Seminole autonomy existed as parallel threats to white
settler colonialism in the minds of white settlers. The three-year war would again show the
massive gap between Seminole and white mobility in the Florida landscape. Seminole resistance
to removal again impeded the settler colonial project in Florida and bred uncertainty among
white observers. Seminole Indians continued to display their access to the land and resources of
the peninsula. In doing so, they undermined the power of the American military and the local
power of white Floridians. The war would also continue the process of tribal identity formation
for the Seminole and Mikasuki Indians. The 1850s was a period of both tremendous growth in
Florida and a time of unsettling realities concerning nonwhite resistance to white settler
colonialism. I argue that, taken together, black and Seminole mobility and power during the
1850s led many white Floridians to force a standoff between themselves and those who opposed
their settler colonial project. Though nonwhite resistance plagued white designs for Florida prior
to this time period, the growing divide over slavery on the national scale and the constant
inability of white Floridians to control nonwhite movement led to a feeling of acute crisis.
The anxieties that multiplied in the early statehood period of Florida contributed to the
decision among Florida politicians to secede in 1861 and join the Confederate States of America.
This chapter will argue that Florida’s decision to join the Confederacy arose not merely from the
southern lineage of many white Floridians or from the desire to continue a slave society. I assert
that white Floridians considered the Confederacy a political option that would strengthen the
settler colonial project that was inherently linked to white settlement, movement, and supremacy.
The uncertainties of the 1840s and 1850s propagated a belief among many Floridians that the
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United States of America was no longer the political or social engine which would power the
Florida project. Instead, they sought out political options which would seemingly protect their
imperiled access and whiteness better than the United States. The strong Unionist movement in
Florida, however, also illustrated the diversity of opinions among white Floridians and the
diversity of the Florida landscape itself. The current of Unionism in Florida shows in itself the
geographical, political, and social fault lines that persisted in a state that should have united
white Americans. The conflicts in the 1840s and 1850s over nonwhite autonomy, political
economy, and white settlement demonstrate that a borderland still persisted in Florida, as the
boundaries between white supremacy, American domination, and nonwhite power remained
extremely potent.
Forced and Illicit Slave Movement in the Florida Borderlands
Enslaved black movement in the Florida borderlands fell under a range of categories,
many of which overlapped. Indeed, slavery, especially in Florida, was a decidedly messy system,
despite the efforts of white Floridians to craft an institution in which they could exercise their
need for control.4 The movement of enslaved black Floridians owned by whites can be grouped
into two main categories, forced movement for labor and illicit mobility. White Floridians forced
enslaved people to move throughout various climates and landscapes in order to accomplish
myriad tasks ranging from the mundane to the monumental. Illicit movement, however, included
all movement that occurred without the oversight or sanction of whites in Florida. This
movement also stemmed from a number of different motivations. Altogether, the movement of
enslaved black Floridians, both forced and illicit, provoked a sharp response from white
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Floridians. Disagreements frequently arose between whites about how, when, and why black
men and women could move and use resources. Both types of movement raised anxiety among
whites, thus demonstrating the tenuous nature of settler colonialism in Florida. Unlike previously
established slave societies and slave societies with little sustained native resistance by the 1840s,
Florida’s slave society verged close to the precipice of complete racial disorder in the minds of
whites. Indeed, the specter of nonwhite resistance and the memory of the chaotic Spanish period
were never far from the minds of white Americans in the territory-turned-state. Whites
considered the spatial borders between white Florida and native Florida too undefined. They also
still feared nonwhite cooperation and the threats it posed to settler colonialism in the state. Black
movement portended a potential alliance with Seminole Indians who remained in the peninsula.
Whites could not easily disentangle black movement and the potential for cooperative nonwhite
resistance, especially for those who lived through the protracted Second Seminole War. The
borderlands of Florida made slavery in the 1840s and 1850s a vexing institution despite its
profitability.
White slaveowners frequently used enslaved people to perform various tasks and errands.
Trusted slaves would travel to town for supplies or accompany their slaveowners on various
excursions. They could handle transactions on behalf of their masters and supervise other
enslaved people. The relative scarcity of other white settlers and the far-flung nature of
settlements made these sorts of arrangements common. As historian Canter Brown, Jr. notes,
“mobility likely represented a necessary concession by individual owners to economic
conditions.”5 Enslaved child Louis Napoleon related many years later to WPA interviewer J.M.
Johnson that his father, Scipio, was a prized “wagoner” on the Middle Florida plantation of
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Arthur Randolph. His responsibilities as a wagoner included “haul[ing] commodities raised on
the plantation and other things that required a wagon,” presumably to and from the nearest town,
the capital of Tallahassee.6 Some enslaved men traveled much farther distances in their labor.
James Page also acted as a wagoner and an itinerant Baptist minister. His travels took him as far
as Key West and Thomasville, Georgia.7 Crossing a state border independently raised suspicions
and fears among whites. Indeed, the crossing of free people of color over the Florida-Georgia
border prior to and immediately after the cession of Florida occupied the minds of contemporary
white southerners. That an enslaved man would be able to continue such a practice testifies to the
fluid and mobile nature of Florida slavery. One man, Shepherd Mitchell, crossed numerous
borders in his job as a whiskey hauler. According to his daughter, Charlotte Martin, Mitchell
“hauled whiskey from Newport News, Virginia” to Madison County, a county on the FloridaGeorgia border. Mitchell’s movement through the heart of the slave South again demonstrated
the somewhat unpredictable nature of Florida slavery.8 The authorized movement of enslaved
people on behalf of their owners also illuminates the complexities of American chattel slavery in
regards to the distinction between the humanity of slaves and their ultimate designation as
property. Indeed, according to American law, slaves were property and could be traded and
transported as such; but, unlike other forms of movable property, or chattel, owners and other
whites living in the slave South could take advantage of enslaved people as fellow humans. It
was enslaved people’s very humanity that allowed whites to force them to labor in unique ways
such as performing errands and supervising other enslaved people.
Such authorized movement on behalf of white slaveowners, however, still rankled the
majority of white Floridians, especially in the plantation belt of Middle Florida. The exercise of
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black physical autonomy, even that allowed by slaveowners, threatened to upend the white
supremacy undergirding settler colonialism, especially as Florida made the transition from
territory to state in the 1840s. White slaveowners harbored long-held suspicions of black and
Indian cooperation. These fears were especially heightened if white Floridians could not count
on their peers to police black movement. Indeed, such fears motivated white American desires to
annex Florida in the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-centuries. The territorial and state
legislatures, then, made a number of efforts to stem the practice of enslaved men and women
transporting and selling goods on behalf of their owners. An 1834 law outlawed the ability of
“any slave or slaves to trade or traffic in or sell” cotton, sugar, syrup or molasses, corn, rice,
fodder, or meat, even if they were in possession of a written pass. The act placed the blame
squarely on white owners and overseers, levying the penalty on them for any transgression of the
law.9 According to historian Larry E. Rivers, the Jefferson County grand jury issued a stern
rebuke of the practice in 1851 as well.10 The 1850s continued to see a number of laws passed by
the state legislature to prevent black men and women from trading on behalf of their masters.
Notable Key West resident W.C. Maloney, a man who wrote the first history of the city, asked
for clarification of just such a law in 1854. Writing to James Filor, the city’s representative in the
state legislature, Maloney objected to an omission by the state legislature. Maloney stated that in
the last session the legislature passed “an act making it unlawful to deliver to any negro or
Mulatto more than one quart of liquor upon a written order of any white person owner or
otherwise.” That act sat well with Maloney. Only a few days later, however, the legislature
passed another law “prohibiting the delivery of any liquor in any quantity even with a written
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order to any negro.” Maloney did not understand why the state did not include “Mulattos” in the
second law if the first law named them explicitly. Maloney alleged that “such a state of things”
would spell ruin for Key West, due to its relatively large free black population. Maloney further
opined, “I believe the acts read […] does not discriminate as between bond and free, but only in
color.” Maloney ended his missive by entreating Filor to push through some legislation on the
subject to amend what he saw as a grievous oversight. Maloney’s intense anxiety concerning the
law, and the racial (rather than class or labor) underpinnings of the legislation once more
demonstrated that even supposedly authorized access of black people would not be tolerated in
Florida, even in a place as diverse as Key West. Indeed, the diversity of Key West, as Maloney
stated, made the idea even more odious. The free black population of the city once again dredged
up the example of a pre-American Florida in which racial chaos and nonwhite cooperation
reigned. Maloney defiantly pushed for more policing of the black population in order to avert the
catastrophe of reverting to Florida’s previous state. In essence, Maloney wanted to strengthen the
Americanizing process in Florida by drawing a rigid racial line in the arena of movement.
Another form of forced movement that caused considerable disagreement among white
Floridians was the practice of hiring out enslaved men and women. As in other southern states,
slaveowners frequently hired out slaves to other white Floridians who needed extra labor. Whites
practiced hiring out throughout the slave South, and it accomplished a number of goals,
including tying non-slaveowners into the slave economy, depositing cash into the slaveowner’s
pockets, and occupying the time of slaves who might not be needed at certain times of the year.
Aaron Astor’s work on hiring practices in Kentucky and Missouri further proves that, though
hiring out may have been informal, it strengthened the social ties of slaveowners and nonslaveowners. As Astor states, hiring introduced “the habits, values, and social relationships of
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slavery into a far larger portion of the population.”11 This was especially crucial in borderlands
with a legacy of straddling literal and figurative borders between slavery and freedom. Much the
same could be said of Florida in the 1840s and 1850s. In Florida, the practice was most common
in the regions of East and West Florida. Middle Florida held the largest concentration of large
plantations and cotton agriculture, but whites in East and West Florida practiced a relatively and
traditionally more fluid system of racial slavery.12 In cities such St. Augustine and Pensacola,
hiring out was an essential feature of the economy and had been for centuries. According to
Rivers, these cities “afforded conditions of work and life that were better than those commonly
endured by farm or plantation workers” because of the ability to hire out excess time gained
under the task system, rather than the gang system associated with plantation slavery. Future
Freedmen’s Bureau chief Oliver O. Howard stated in 1857 that one “wouldn’t know the negroes
[in Tampa] were slaves unless you were told,” due to the leniency of labor conditions.13
Various white Floridians left ample evidence of their willingness, sometimes need, to hire
out enslaved men and women, taking these individuals far afield from the supervision of their
owners. James W. Herron of Pensacola declared that he was almost entirely dependent on “the
wages of three negroes” for his income. He pleaded with William Miller in 1856 to “remit me
the wages of my negroes.” Herron was leaving to go to Washington, D.C., and was “very short
of funds.” Herron needed the cash provided by the three enslaved people he hired out. It was his
only means of acquiring cash in the local economy. A.H. Austin pleaded with politician James
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M. Gilchrist to hire out his enslaved young man “Art” in 1848. In the midst of a letter concerning
Whig politics in Florida, Austin asked Gilchrist to “confer a favor on me” and hire Art for the
next year, stating that the young man “would best suit for service in town [Apalachicola],”
although Austin would not object to Art being employed in the country. Austin promised to
reciprocate the favor. Austin’s pleas with Gilchrist evidence a pressing need to hire Art. It is not
known if Austin needed cash or simply needed to occupy Art’s time. Regardless, these examples,
coupled with many more, evidence a thriving economy of hired slave labor in the Florida
borderlands.
Many white Floridians, especially those hailing from more established slave societies,
decried the practice of hiring out. The state legislature, situated in Tallahassee and
overwhelmingly swayed by the interests of powerful Middle Floridians, attempted to outlaw
hiring out in five separate pieces of legislation from the 1820s to the 1850s.14 As historian Joseph
Conan Thompson notes, “At the heart of these measures [outlawing hiring out] lay the pervasive
desire to restrict the mobility of slaves.”15 These laws proved unsuccessful, and the practice still
occurred throughout Florida. Even other Middle Floridians hired out their enslaved workers.
Hector W. Braden managed the large Jefferson County holdings of Mary Nuttall, and used hiring
out as a means of occupying enslaved men and women who were otherwise not engaged in work.
Hiring out served as an economic release valve. It kept cash flowing to plantations, especially
large-scale operations in which capital was tied up in enslaved men and women.16 The numerous
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attempts to outlaw the practice demonstrated that it remained a highly desirable situation for
many slaveowners. Still, other white Floridians continued to speak out about the damaging
effects of hiring out. George R. Fairbanks, a future early historian of Florida and resident of St.
Augustine, “pleaded with his town council to enforce ‘severe policing’” of enslaved people who
hired out their time. A resident of Key West bemoaned the imminent day “when the African
scepter will sway supreme” over the city due to the hiring out of slaves. In Duval County, the
grand jury stated that hiring out led “to the ultimate ruin of the slave,” due to the lack of
discipline and ensuing debauchery.17 Finally, in 1855, the city of St. Augustine, a bastion of old
Spanish Florida, banned the practice of hiring out entirely. The doom and gloom
pronouncements of many white Floridians suggested that this enslaved movement carried the
connotation of utter racial chaos in the state, fears that only escalated in the 1850s. If enslaved
men and women were allowed to hire their time and movement for their own means it potentially
spelled doom for the future of white supremacy in the state. The privileges of whiteness were
eroded when black men and women could freely access time, resources, and movement. White
anxiety over hired-out enslaved people runs counter to the conclusions of other historians,
including Jonathon D. Martin, John J. Zaborney, and Aaron Astor, who argue that hiring out
strengthened the slave system by dividing the status of mastery among other whites.18 In Florida,
however, hiring out provided too much potential for escape and widespread resistance in the
borderlands. Indeed, the legacy of black cooperation with Seminole Indians also loomed large in
the minds of whites. The precarious nature of settler colonialism in Florida necessitated much
more stringent control of even forced black movement in the minds of white Floridians.
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On the individual level, however, authorized movement could enhance white supremacy
in the racial borderlands of Florida. Slaveowners and overseers may have been so confident in
their ordained power over black men and women that they did not feel anxiety over letting them
perform errands or leaving with other whites. This may have solidified the notion that Florida
was indeed the space in which white men could realize the highest potential of white supremacy.
The example of James Filor perhaps speaks to this notion of white power over roaming black
bodies. As provost marshal of Key West in the 1850s, Filor administered the curfew for black
men and women. Filor would ring the curfew bell only five minutes before the curfew took
effect at 9:30pm. He enforced the curfew with an iron fist, thus claiming the adulation of the
local white community. White residents sang a song essentially praising Filor’s individual
control over black men and women: “Run, nigger, run!/ Filor will get you!/ Wish I was in Filor’s
place/ I’d give them niggers a longer race!”19 It is clear, then, that individual responsibility over
enslaved movement enhanced white supremacy in some ways. Examples like James Filor gave
comfort to white men and women who feared Florida’s descent into racial lawlessness and their
potential inability to establish a strong settler colonial society. Despite the appeals to individual
responsibility, however, white Floridians still displayed abundant anxiety over sanctioned black
movement, demonstrating that whiteness could not be disentangled from mobility and the control
of nonwhite bodies.
For black men and women, taking part in authorized movement and access in Florida
could enrich personal autonomy. Performing specialized errands could enhance feelings of pride
and power. Wagoners and other enslaved men tasked with caring for horses parlayed those skills
into riding horses in their spare time. Douglas Parish, an enslaved young man living on the
Monticello plantation of Jim Parish in the 1850s, cared for the farm’s horses and carriages. In his
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spare time, however, Parish took the “opportunity to ride on the horses, the desire of all the boys
on the plantation.” Jim Parish even permitted Douglas “to travel to the coast with his boss and
other slaves for the purpose of securing salt from the seawater.” Douglas Parish’s position, then,
allowed him to travel in ways that other enslaved young men could not. He was able to leverage
his skills into travel that enhanced his reputation and his knowledge of the landscape. Indeed,
increased knowledge of the roads, climate, and landscape of Florida could be used later on,
perhaps to abscond or reunite with family and friends.20
For enslaved men, the most sought-after job involved herding the vast droves of Florida
cattle. Black herdsmen owned or hired by cattle ranchers had an astonishing amount of
autonomy compared to enslaved people on the cotton plantations of Middle Florida. Cattle
ranching existed predominately in Alachua, Hillsborough, Manatee, and Polk counties. White
men such as James Lanier and Dempsey Crews commanded hundreds of heads of prized cattle.
They tasked enslaved men with herding and rounding up the steers for sale. This labor, however,
allowed black men such as Stephen Harvell to roam the Florida landscape with little supervision.
Harvell, a slave of James Lanier, “used to be in the woods horseback two or three weeks at a
time” tending to Lanier’s stock in the late 1850s and 1860s. Again, the authorized use of horses
signaled a degree of power for enslaved men. Horses connoted power and prestige. Black men
who had free access to horses were able to co-opt this status symbol.21 Some enslaved men
acquired horses in other ways, perhaps through hiring out their time or establishing draying
businesses. Historian Dylan Penningroth’s investigation into enslaved property holding discusses
several instances of enslaved men obtaining horses and livestock through excess labor off the
plantation or farm. Penningroth states that such cases were rare, as horses could cost almost a
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lifetime of work, but there are examples in the historical record. One of Penningroth’s most vivid
examples revolves around enslaved black Floridian Wiley Jackson. Jackson apparently ran an
entire stable in Pensacola, which served as a meeting place for other enslaved hack men.22 Even
this form of enslaved labor enhanced the reputations and personal notions of autonomy of black
men. They had a high degree of mobility that grounded their identities in the Florida borderlands.
They were able to take advantage of a system that was by the very nature of Florida more fluid
than other established slave societies.
Some black women took advantage of their status as midwives to also traverse the
Florida borderlands and develop a more autonomous identity. Midwives would be sought after
not only by a slaveowner but by the surrounding neighborhood, community, or county. Florida’s
slave society was no exception. According to Rivers, such women with specialized skills were
highly sought after by white slaveowners. “[S]eamstresses, midwives, and herb doctors” sat atop
the social hierarchy of not only the plantation but also the regional slave economy at large.
Advertisements for enslaved people often cited such skills.23 Given their status, individuals with
these skills could sometimes experience far more embodied autonomy than other enslaved
people. According to the research of historian Sharla Fett, enslaved midwives “displayed
remarkable cultural and social versatility.” Their ability to travel to any household in which they
were needed, black or white, blurred the lines between racially restricted space and movement.
Indeed, Fett concludes in her research that “black midwives routinely crossed lines of class,
community, and race.”24 For enslaved black midwives in Florida, this skill may have allowed
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them to maintain a more mobile lifestyle within a white-authorized system, enhancing their
personal power and the visual power of their movement in a slave society.
In many ways, however, forced movement for labor, especially being hired out to another
white person, caused the personal autonomy of some black men and women to suffer. They
became temporarily unmoored from the kinship bonds that grounded their personal and
community identities. Indeed, much research has been done on the kinship connections of
enslaved people and how essential they were to men and women bound in the slave South.25
While sale represented the most violent rupturing of family bonds, hiring out also damaged the
ties between individuals and their families or communities. Slaveowners, cognizant of this fact,
could use the practice as a threat to keep enslaved men and women in line. Winston Stephens
used such threats at his Marion County plantation called Rose Cottage. In an 1861 letter to his
wife Octavia, Stephens praised her for speaking “so short to Burrell,” the black driver for the
plantation, after he complained about the work load. Stephens further groused that if Burrell and
the other enslaved people continued to complain “I will hire the whole of them out and you
[Octavia] may tell [Burrell] so.”26 The threat of this form of movement, being placed on another
farm, was in fact a blow to the very bonds created by the stasis of plantation life. While forced
movement for labor could enhance the identities of enslaved people it simultaneously broke the
bonds that grounded them as well. Winston Stephens also represents another example of a man
secure in his white identity and power due to his nonchalant attitude concerning hiring out so
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many of his chattel, especially in the midst of the Civil War. Stephens was approximately fifty
miles away in Palatka when he made the threat of hiring out. Perhaps his confidence came from
Florida’s existence in the Confederacy, the political system in which so many Floridians sought
their salvation from a persistent borderland.
If forced movement of enslaved workers struck fear into the hearts of white Floridians,
then they certainly considered illicit movement as the potential end of white settler colonialism.
Enslaved men and women took countless opportunities to move freely within the Florida
landscape. They did so for various reasons, and many of their motivations overlapped.
Ultimately, enslaved men and women used this illicit mobility to enhance their own autonomy
and resistance. They reinforced their kinship connections, bodily autonomy, knowledge of the
landscape, and spiritual elevation through their mobility. Exercising this physical autonomy
created what late historian Stephanie Camp referred to as a “rival geography.” Camp’s research
on plantation spaces shows that enslaved people, especially women, created different ways of
knowing and experiencing plantation space, what she calls a rival geography. In the Florida
borderland, however, this rival geography was not limited simply to plantations. In many ways,
the entire state became a rival geography for enslaved black men and women. They displayed
their personal autonomy and their identities by using the landscape of Florida for their own
purposes. The history of slave interaction with Seminole Indians also made this rival geography
more complex. The continued presence of Seminoles in the peninsula, though concentrated in the
Everglades, made the threat of cooperative nonwhite resistance more real for white Floridians.
The fact that Florida remained a borderland between white settlement and Indian land made
black movement a more potent threat to settler colonialism. The strong responses of white
Floridians demonstrate the persistent fear of racial chaos in Florida created by these rival
geographies. White Floridians witnessed uncontrolled black movement imperiling their settler
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colonial project. Black mobility strengthened black identity and, in turn, proved white supremacy
to be impotent in the borderland, thus threatening the entire rationale behind the acquisition of
Florida.
In order for enslaved men and women to exercise their mobility in Florida, they first had
to possess a keen understanding of their surroundings. Enslaved black Floridians sometimes
developed this environmental knowledge through forced travel for work. As discussed above,
some enslaved individuals tasked with performing errands for their owners no doubt gained a
significant amount of environmental knowledge through such forced movement. Enslaved
people also made sure to pass along environmental knowledge to others. This was especially
important for enslaved men in order to develop an identity tied to wisdom and authority. Acie
Thomas, a slave living on the Folsom farm in Jefferson County in the 1850s, felt admiration for
his cousin, Ed, because he imparted upon Thomas “the lore of the woods,” which Ed presumably
gained from his own careful study in the forests surrounding Folsom plantation. Ed, for his part,
was “quite willing to enlighten a small boy in these matters.” Indeed, Ed attained a particular
notoriety among the other enslaved boys for his special knowledge of the wilderness surrounding
the Folsom lands.27 Knowledge of the environment could certainly feed the autonomy of an
enslaved individual, but it could also help nourish his or her body as well. Some enslaved people
used the lands surrounding plantations or farms to keep their own produce. Shack Thomas, a
formerly enslaved man belonging to Jim Campbell from Tallahassee, learned from his parents
and others that “squash just grew wild in the woods; we used to eat them when we couldn’t get
anything else much.”28 Successful periods of absconding or outright escape from slavery also
demanded environmental understanding. Two male slaves, Wallis and “little Stephen,” who
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hailed from the Bailey plantation of Lyndhurst in Jefferson County, undoubtedly relied upon
their knowledge of the woods during their ten-week excursion from the Bailey farm in 1848.
Wallis and Stephen would not have been able to “[gratify] their roaming propensities,” as
William Bailey put it, without superior knowledge of the surrounding woods. Their exhibition of
such specialized information implied a skill that their white owners simply did not possess.29
Indeed, environmental knowledge may have been the ultimate tool of power for enslaved men
and women against their owners. Florida’s peculiar and varied landscape often made white
modes of access and movement cumbersome, evidenced best in the American experience of the
Second Seminole War. The example of the Seminole Indians and their use of environmental
power to resist white control also suggested the power to be gained from a careful study of
Florida’s geography. Black men and women could develop environmental understanding
superior to that of white Floridians, thus enhancing their rival geographies and power in the
borderlands.
Knowledge of the landscape could also provide opportunities to reconnect and strengthen
the kinship networks that sustained enslaved men and women. Indeed, the pull of family and
friends constituted the most powerful motivation behind illicit slave movement. Enslaved men
and women weaved guardedly through hammocks, pine barrens, swamps, roads, and the streets
of growing settler towns in order to reinforce the social fabric of their lives. The access to family
and friendship allowed enslaved black Floridians to develop identities built on relationships that
were not of necessity connected to violence, coercion, or toil. Some slaveowners authorized
socializing activities. Slaveowner Zephaniah Kingsley, known for his marriage to an African
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woman, actually encouraged “dancing [and] merriment” among his slaves on Saturday nights.30
Other forms of socializing, however, did not carry the authorization of slaveowners. Formerly
enslaved man Douglas Dorsey commented on the propensity of young men to “slip away to visit
girls on another plantation” in the evenings. This often prompted the activation of a slave patrol.
If caught, the young men “would be lashed on the bare backs as penalty for this offense.”31
Charlotte Martin also spoke of the restrictions on slave meetings in Middle Florida in the 1850s.
Her former owner Judge Wilkerson forbade any sort of unauthorized meetings, and perpetrators
would be “severely flogged” if caught.32 In East Florida, Charles, an enslaved man owned by
physician Edward Aldrich, frequently flaunted the custody of Aldrich’s brother-in-law George
Brown, who lived in the town of Newnansville. Brown lamented to Aldrich that Charles “plays
the devil with other negroes” in the small Alachua County hamlet by “visiting to the different
kitchens after the [white] people have retired.” Charles’ attempts to build relationships among
other enslaved people drove Brown to advise his brother-in-law to sell Charles as soon as
possible.33 Larry E. Rivers also cites the example of Nancy DeLaughter, a powerful slaveowning
woman in Madison, Florida. She apparently felt “beset with night-walking slaves leaving her
lands and also visiting her plantation from her neighbors’ property.” The DeLaughters felt so
helpless with the situation that they frequently turned to corporal punishment to prevent more
illicit movement. Amon, DeLaughter’s son, severely whipped one enslaved man for “riding a
horse at night.”34
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Black men and women on Middle Florida plantations also maintained “abroad
marriages,” often marrying or maintaining romantic relationships with enslaved people living on
neighboring plantations. Slaveowners often authorized abroad marriages; indeed, it kept enslaved
workers happy and could result in “increase” for the slaveowner (that is, children born into
bondage). Sometimes, however, enslaved men and women engaged in illicit movement outside
the bounds of these agreements with slaveowners. They used their autonomy to strengthen these
bonds outside the purview of whites. For example, the overseers of El Destino and Chemonie
plantations, both owned by George Noble Jones, frequently wrote to their employer about the
unauthorized meetings between married individuals on both plantations. They tried to prevent
such meetings, for either reasons of discipline, labor, or health. Jones once forbade Chemonie
slave Tom Blackledge from seeing his family on El Destino due to their insolent behavior.35
Chemonie overseer John Evans once instituted a strict no-travel policy between the plantations
due to a local outbreak of measles, which no doubt disrupted the family ties between the two
groups of enslaved men and women.36 Finally, in one lengthy and involved episode, Blackledge
actually induced his wife and children on El Destino to abscond, no doubt to reunite with his
family.37 These various examples of illicit slave movement demonstrate that kinship endured as a
powerful motivation for illicit black movement. Enslaved men and women exercised their
embodied mobility to more fully incorporate these kinship bonds into their identities. Indeed, the
very act of circumventing white control of their mobility to recover these social connections
strengthened not only familial ties but also the power of black movement in an undeveloped
borderland.
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Religious meetings also allowed for socializing among enslaved people and nourished the
spiritual connections of the wider enslaved community. As in other slave societies, some
slaveowners encouraged religious meetings among the enslaved population. Religion, if properly
transmitted by a white preacher sympathetic to slavery, could act as a pacifying influence on
enslaved people.38 As Margrett Nickerson related, she only attended religious instruction that
admonished her and others “to mind our master and missus and we would be saved; if not, they
said we wouldn’t. They never [told us anything about] Jesus.”39 In some cases, other enslaved
individuals preached at the behest of their white slaveowners. Winston and Octavia Stephens’
enslaved driver Burrell, for example, founded his own church near Welaka in Marion County.
Though they sometimes distrusted Burrell because of his religious education, they permitted him
to continue preaching to the other slaves.40 White Floridians, however, imposed restrictions on
religious meetings for enslaved people. Many whites considered this illicit movement and sought
to curb the practice. In 1854, the grand jury of Jackson County castigated the local white
population for permitting “negroes […] to collect in numbers at various places on the Sabbath,
contrary to law – disturbing the peace and quiet of the good citizens of the County.” The grand
jury expected whites to be more vigilant in policing this behavior. Indeed, the control of
nonwhite movement fell not only on political bodies but on individual white Floridians as well.
The community expected white men to uphold white supremacy by limiting the access of

38

For more on religion among enslaved people in the antebellum south, see E. Franklin Frazier,
The Negro Church in America, (New York: Schocken Books, Inc., 1964); Eugene Genovese,
Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, (New York: Vintage Books, 1974); Albert
Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1978); Michael A. Gomez, Exchanging our Country Marks: The
Transformation of African Identities in the Colonial and Antebellum South, (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1998).
39
Williams, ed., No Man’s Yoke on My Shoulders, 5.
40
Blakey, et.al., Rose Cottage Chronicles, 39-41. In a letter to her future husband, Octavia
Stephens (née Bryant), asked Winston Stephens “if we could not trust Burrell to take our notes.”
Bryant may have worried that Burrell could read their personal correspondence.
231

nonwhites, especially black men and women in the plantation center of the state.41 Charlotte
Martin’s owner, Judge Wilkerson, embodied the supposedly heroic white Floridian determined
to police illicit religious meetings. He expressly forbade religious meetings among his slaves.
Martin and others disobeyed Wilkerson and still conducted clandestine meetings. Wilkerson
punished his enslaved workers for taking part in these illicit meetings with severe whippings and
floggings. According to Martin, Wilkerson whipped her oldest brother to death for taking part in
religious services.42 The severity of Wilkerson’s response demonstrated the intense anxiety
engendered by illicit movement, even when motivated by genuine religious and social sentiment.
The Florida borderlands necessitated vigilance for even the most innocent of activities.
Whiteness in an inherited landscape demanded the utmost control, lest the state fall back into
racial disorder.
As shown above, family, socializing, and religion were powerful forces that brought
many black men and women to exercise physical autonomy and mobility. Many instances of
illicit slave movement, however, were motivated by a desire to leave the abuse and control of
slavery generally. The conscious movement away from slavery enhanced personal identities and
strengthened the rival geographies of the state. These attempts at escape aroused great suspicion
and anger on the part of white Floridians. The responses of white Floridians to such examples
further reinforced the existence of a borderland in Florida. White Floridians who remarked on
absconding blacks betrayed their deep-seated fears concerning racial lawlessness in the
borderland of Florida. Their settler colonial project demanded unceasing control of movement.
Although many slave systems existed in Florida, from large scale plantations to small
yeoman farms, from coastal towns to inland cattle ranching, the flight of enslaved people was
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common to all of these forms of bondage and labor. In Middle Florida, plantation owners
routinely testified to the illicit movement of their chattel. The overseers of George Noble Jones’
plantations often wrote to him to report missing slaves. The men and women charged with
absconding often left because of the physical punishment meted out by men such as John Evans.
In a February 1848 letter, Evans reported that “Winter” had “left the Plantation 4 days” because
Evans threatened to flog him “for not coming to his work in due time.” Evans also reported the
flight of Esaw and “Little Dick” after they were chided for not picking enough cotton.43 Margrett
Nickerson, an enslaved woman in Leon County witnessed an abundance of runaways around the
plantation on which she lived. She also testified to the iron contraptions used to secure the
runaways once they were caught.44 East Florida, however, witnessed the largest numbers of
runaways, according to Rivers.45 The landscape and demographics of East Florida supports this
fact. East Florida held onto far more facets of Spanish slavery than the plantation belt of Middle
Florida. The landscape varied to a much larger degree than Middle Florida, allowing for more
swamps and hammocks that could shelter runaway slaves for longer periods of time. There was
also a better chance prior to 1842 of allying with the Seminole Indians in East Florida. Because
of these various reasons, enslaved men and women in East Florida absconded for longer
stretches than in Middle Florida, which routinely ran slave patrols. According to Rivers, some
enslaved individuals in East Florida “often sustained their absences for one month or more.”
Rivers lists examples culled from various Florida newspapers of escapees running away for
months or years at a time.46
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The response of white Floridians demonstrated not only the concern they had for their
significant capital investment in enslaved people but also their anxiety over the future of settler
colonialism in Florida. They felt not only a personal assault on their power but also the power of
white supremacy in the Florida borderlands. The frustration of the Second Seminole War and the
continued presence of some bands of the tribe in the peninsula accentuated the anxiety over
nonwhite movement and the inability of whites to curb nonwhite autonomy. For these reasons, a
multileveled approach to illicit black mobility, from legislation to community surveillance to
personal punishment, typified the slave system in Florida. The unsettled nature of the Florida
borderland and continued nonwhite resistance demanded such an approach, because black
mobility threatened the Florida project. As discussed above, the territorial and state legislatures
passed numerous laws against slave movement, even movement authorized by slaveowners.
Such legislation, however, continued to prove ineffectual. Even in the mid 1840s, one county
grand jury still noted that,
“It is a fact established by proof…that from want of care or a mistaken policy on the part
of many slave owners, an inertness in the enforcement of the law or a lameness in the
laws themselves an extent of privilege and indulgence is permitted to which [blacks] can
have no consistent claim and which is wholly incompatible with a just estimate on their
part of their proper position.”47

State officials often castigated the white residents of Florida for not upholding laws concerning
the surveillance and prevention of black movement. The above example also clearly links black
“indulgence” to basic threats to whiteness in the Florida borderlands. Freedom of movement,
according to the grand jury, was “wholly incompatible” with their status as black individuals.
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Only white Floridians should have access to free movement and trade in the settler colonial
context. The ability of black men and women to move freely about the landscape was a crushing
blow to whiteness and the Florida project.
As discussed above, however, many white Floridians placed their confidence in local
patrols or individuals to punish and prevent illicit black movement. Indeed, the limited reach of
the legislature’s enforcement in Florida demonstrated that the state still remained a borderland in
the 1840s and 1850s. State power often paled in comparison to the power structures that existed
in neighborhoods and hamlets, wherein certain individuals held sway and enforced local custom.
In Middle Florida, slave patrols acted as the enforcers of white supremacy; these groups
answered not to the state but to local slaveowners. Slaveowners also directly paid the local
patrols, according to state law, which effectively kept the organization bound to local power.48
Slave patrols had a great deal of latitude in how to punish either authorized or illicit movement.
Many enslaved individuals recalled the pervasive power of slave patrols in Middle Florida.
Florida Clayton recalls her fear of “Mr. Nimrod” and “Mr. Shehee,” who “specialized in
catching runaway slaves with their trained bloodhounds.” Once caught by slave patrols, slaves
“would be lashed on the bare backs as a penalty” for running away, according to enslaved man
Douglas Dorsey. Finally, Louis Napoleon, a formerly enslaved man from Tallahassee testified
later in life that the various plantations employed patrols “to see that the slaves remained on their
own plantations” and deliver the offender to the driver to be “whipped with a rawhide.”
Napoleon, however, recalled that the patrols made exceptions for Sunday, when “the religious
slaves were allowed to visit other plantations where religious services were being held.”49 The
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patrols, then, followed the whims of their employers, the slaveowners of Middle Florida, not
necessarily any legislation passed by the state legislature.
Of course physical violence as a response to black movement represented the most potent
punishment levied by whites. Slaveowners frequently resorted to violence to punish their own
runaway chattel. Indeed, they had an investment to protect. The violence meted out to enslaved
individuals owned by others, however, demonstrated the pervasive fear of nonwhite movement
that plagued white minds in the Florida borderlands. Black mobility threatened the stability of
white settler colonial society in Florida and portended the potential black alliance with Seminole
Indians. White men often took it upon themselves to prevent the movement of black men and
women because they feared the potential racial chaos that could befall the state. Sarah Bellamy
related the news to her brother Burton that “Mr. Finlayson” had recently shot “Anthony [,] Judge
Shehee’s negro who has been in the woods since last July.”50 Finlayson inherently feared the
absconding Anthony. Indeed, white Floridians saw runaway and roaming black men and women
as not only a danger but also an existential threat to white society in general. Errant black
individuals could not be tolerated in a space so intricately tied to longstanding fears over
nonwhite movement. Winston Stephens likewise took action against runaway slaves near Welaka
in Marion County, where Stephens’ own Rose Cottage plantation stood. Stephens, a member of
the local slave patrol, often shot at the absconding slaves of newcomer Bryan Gardner. Gardner
established a turpentine business near Stephens’ cotton plantation and had trouble limiting the
movement of his slaves. In July of 1861, Stephens shot one of Gardner’s slaves spotted roaming
in a field near Stephens’ bee hives. Stephens also cautioned his wife to keep guns loaded around
the house to potentially shoot any runaway slaves.51 The fact that white Floridians resorted to
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shooting runaway or absconding slaves once more demonstrated the links between movement
and power in the Florida borderlands. White Floridians were more fearful of black movement
than potentially being held responsible for the loss of life or the loss of property, though
Florida’s slave code did allow for the use of capital punishment in the face of rebellion.52 The
stability and security of white supremacy necessitated these reactions in their minds.
By the end of the 1850s, white Floridians still felt the need to strengthen their grip on
nonwhite movement in Florida. Though forced and illicit black movement existed prior to the
statehood period of the 1840s and 1850s, the continual ineffectiveness of white methods of
control made such a state of affairs unacceptable, especially in a landscape that was supposed to
reinforce the power of whiteness through settlement and the acquisition of resources. White
Floridians attacked not only black men and women but also other whites due to their inability to
control black mobility. Though these patterns existed in other southern states, especially other
borderlands, Florida’s sustained experience with nonwhite cooperation and resistance made
black enslaved resistance made the state unique. Whiteness was in crisis in the Florida
borderlands. The continuing presence and access of Seminole Indians exacerbated the anxiety of
white settlers. The 1840s and 1850s witnessed more white calls to remove the remaining
Seminoles and cement the racial hierarchy envisioned by settler colonialism in Florida. Seminole
resistance once more forced a war between the United States and the Seminole people.
The Third Seminole War, 1855-1858
While most white Floridians in the northern section of the state reeled from seemingly
uncontrolled black movement, settlements to the south confronted the continuing resistance and
autonomy of Seminole Indians. White settlers still resented Seminole access to land and
resources, and the federal government continued to surveil Seminole mobility. The divergence,
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however, between federal response and white Floridian expectations demonstrated the
continuing anxiety over nonwhite access in Florida. The federal government displayed a
reluctance to push the issue of Seminole removal, and white Floridians became increasingly
resentful. When warfare broke out again in 1855, the mobility of the United States Army once
more showed the severe limits of American and white power in the Florida borderlands.
Furthermore, the extreme response of white Floridians to increasing Seminole resistance further
demonstrated their profound anxiety and rage toward nonwhite movement. The white grip on
Florida became even more tenuous during this crucial period of Seminole resistance and identity
formation. The Third Seminole War, coupled with sustained black resistance toward
enslavement, illuminated once more the constant search for white supremacy.53
Though an uneasy peace reigned, the initial period after the Second Seminole War once
more revolved around issues of movement and resources for Seminole people. In 1842, Colonel
William J. Worth negotiated a conclusion of hostilities between the federal government and the
remaining Seminoles. The army and the Bureau of Indian Affairs established new boundaries for
the Seminole and Mikasuki Indians who did not surrender for removal. The remaining Indians
were required to stay below the Peace and Kissimmee rivers (which became increasingly settled
by whites) and twenty miles away from the coast to once more prevent trading with Cubans and
Bahamians (much like the earlier Treaty of Moultrie Creek). According to historian Joe Knetsch,
the United States Army “was convinced that a slow attrition of movement, trade, and territory

53

Rather than recapitulate the timeline of the Third Seminole War, which various historians have
accomplished, I will analyze the war as yet another battle over access in Florida. For more on the
Third Seminole War, including information on commanders and major skirmishes, see James W.
Covington, The Seminoles of Florida, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1993); Joe
Knetsch, Florida’s Seminole Wars, 1817-1858, (Chicago: Arcadia Publishing, 2003); John
Missall and Mary Lou Missall, The Seminole Wars: America’s Longest Indian Conflict,
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004).
238

would persuade the Seminoles to emigrate to the west.”54 Indeed, the army designed the
reservation to cut the Seminoles off from crucial trade networks and to surveil their mobility.
Limiting the movement of Seminole people was a way to undermine their authority in the
peninsula and hopefully settle any further border disputes. Unlike the earlier reservation period,
however, the Seminoles and Mikasukis, led by Billy Bowlegs and Sam Jones, respectively, tried
to stay within the bounds of the new reservation. They kept to the remote Everglades and
avoided trading with whites whenever possible, though they still frequented the trading post
sanctioned by the government at Charlotte Harbor.55 Peace reigned for approximately six years
before resentments and hostilities once more rose to the surface.
The first major escalation of Seminole resistance began in July of 1849 when five
“outlaw Seminoles” raided settlements on both coasts of Florida.56 The Fort Pierce and Charlotte
Harbor raids included murders of whites. The white residents of Florida immediately feared the
worst. Writing to her brother the following month, Corinna Aldrich stated that “We have rumour
[…] that the Indians have again taken to arms and are murdering – plundering & setting fire as of
yore.” Aldrich scoffed at the army’s policy of letting the remaining Seminoles merely stay in the
southern portion of the peninsula, averring that “I always thought it would be their joking.”
White settlers feared that this represented the start of another war against the Seminoles. Aldrich
lamented “the poor settlers about the wilds of Florida. They will all be broken up, and the
poverty and distress consequent upon these moves is only second to being scalped!”57 Aldrich
and many other settlers feared the impact that such an attack would have on the future of settler
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colonialism in Florida. Her worst fear, second only to scalping, was the breaking up of
settlements, the bulwarks of whiteness in the “wilds” of Florida. Contrary to Aldrich’s fears,
however, the Indian Scare of 1849 did not renew warfare. Bowlegs immediately apprehended the
offending Seminoles and turned them over to the army for punishment.
In response to these depredations, the army increased its presence around the reservation,
reactivated old forts, and built new forts in the Big Cypress Swamp, once more highlighting the
force of both mobility and white rootedness. The United States military wanted to impress upon
the Seminoles that the army had improved their mobility since the late war. They sent numerous
survey parties throughout the Everglades. According to John and Mary Lou Missall, these
soldiers “marched and boated over southern Florida, noting the locations of the Seminole camps
and trails.”58 The army learned the importance of environmental knowledge during the Second
Seminole War, and officers recognized the need to have impeccable knowledge of the landscape
should the Seminoles wage war again. Movement was the deciding factor in the earlier Seminole
wars, and they would not be at a loss if another came to pass. From these new and reactivated
forts, symbols of American power over Florida, the United States army tried to show that they
had a command of the landscape. According to Knetsch, “[the] Army’s goal was simply to
demonstrate as thoroughly as possible that it could reach anywhere in the Everglades.”59
Political machinations likewise demonstrated America’s need to control the Seminoles
and bend the natural landscape to America’s will. Since 1842, after the end of the Second
Seminole War, Florida politicians and officials pressed the federal government to drain and
develop the Everglades. In 1843, the United States Bureau of Topographical Engineers
responded to pressure from white Floridians to research the possibility of draining the
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Everglades. In a letter to Secretary of War John C. Spencer, the Bureau cited a lack of proper
understanding of the area, only “speculation [and] supposition.”60 They needed money to obtain
a proper survey of the area, requesting at least $10,000. In 1848, the Florida legislature
responded to the government’s inaction concerning draining the Everglades. In a resolution
passed by the legislature, Florida politicians ruminated on the possibilities of opening up the
Everglades to development. Despite being “hitherto regarded as being wholly valueless” due to
the amount of standing water, the resolution considered such opinions to be “without
foundation.” In fact, according to the resolution, the area could be drained “at a comparatively
small expense […] thus opening to the habitation of man an immense and hitherto unexplored
domain, perhaps not surpassed in fertility and every natural advantage by any other on the
globe.” The resolution concluded by resolving to bring the issue to Congress “at the earliest
day.” 61 The resolution, however, did not mention the population residing in the Everglades, the
Seminole and Mikasuki Indians. The resolution considered Seminole authority secondary to
white development. White lawmakers framed Seminole modes of existence as completely
separate from that of “man,” clearly a reference to white American modes of settlement and
colonization. Above all, white Floridians framed the move to drain the Everglades as a necessary
component of the settler colonial project in Florida. The state’s resolution rested much of its
argument on the fact that the area comprised “no inconsiderable portion of its entire peninsula.”62
If whites could not open up such a large area for settlement, they could not accomplish true
americanization. Florida Senator David Levy Yulee, the son of early Florida settler Moses Levy,
became the preeminent champion of draining not only the Everglades but any swamp lands in
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Florida. He pushed the Swamp and Overflowed Lands Act through Congress in 1850. The act
transferred any wetlands from the federal government to the states. This would open up the
possibility for land grants and development, especially for railroads, which was Yulee’s primary
goal. He was in the midst of building a cross-state railroad from Fernandina to Cedar Key, a
project he vowed would result in the “rapid enhancement of the general wealth and population”
of the state.63 Indeed, Florida boosters considered Yulee’s project paramount to enhance white
settlement in the state. More white Americans would end Florida’s borderland existence and
cement the settler colonial project on firmer ground.
The state and federal government once again exerted pressure on the Seminoles to turn
over their reservation land and move west. After the passage of the Swamp and Overflowed
Lands Act, the government appointed Luther Blake to convince the Seminoles to emigrate to
Indian Territory. He brought a delegation of Seminoles from the western reservation to convince
Billy Bowlegs and Sam Jones to emigrate. When that tactic proved unsuccessful, Blake
engineered a whirlwind tour of Washington D.C. and New York for Bowlegs and several other
chiefs. After a talk with President Millard Fillmore and a trip to New York, “Billy [Bowlegs]
[…] pledged his kingly word that he would use his utmost powers to induce his people to leave
their ancient hunting grounds,” according to the New York Herald. The Herald, however,
expressed doubt about Bowlegs’ pledge, and ended its piece by stating that “[the] government
will be forced to take effectual means for chastising the [Seminoles], and the hostilities thus
recommenced must only terminate with the complete subjugation of the Indians, and their final
expulsion from the territory of Florida.” 64 Clearly, other Americans recognized that Seminole
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existence in Florida stood between unceasing power struggles and absolute control. Bowlegs of
course did not intend to remove his people from the state, and tensions remained high throughout
the early 1850s.
The event that supposedly caused the Seminoles to once more resist American aggression
involved banana trees, a valuable commodity in Seminole society and a symbol of their access to
land and resources. Lieutenant George Hartsuff led an expedition of American soldiers through
the Everglades in December of 1855 as part of the government’s efforts to increase surveillance
of the area. On this expedition, Hartsuff and his men came across one of Billy Bowlegs’ camps.
According to legend, the soldiers destroyed the camp and “cut one or more branches of bananas
from some of Billy’s trees.”65 In some versions of the story, Hartsuff’s detachment razed the
entire banana grove. The story of Bowlegs’ bananas suggests something poignant about the
meaning of food, agriculture, and identity for the Seminoles. Anthropologist Brent Weisman
submits that “bananas may have had some importance to Bowlegs and his Seminoles beyond
their role as a food source.” According to the anthropological record, the Seminoles never relied
on bananas as a staple food source, certainly not to the degree of pumpkins, squash, or coontie
root. Instead, bananas may have played a diplomatic or symbolic role. They may have been
“offered to visitors or guests.” Their exotic nature may have also been “a symbol of a man’s
connection to the outside world, his worldliness.” The destruction of this potent symbol of Billy
Bowlegs’ power and authority, then, surely displayed white disdain for his personage and
Seminole power generally.66 After Hartsuff’s expedition, a force of approximately thirty
Seminole warriors attacked Hartsuff and his men while they slept. Hartsuff survived and reported
the incident at Fort Meyers. War was again at hand in Florida in 1855. The warriors undoubtedly
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meant to punish the soldiers for their attack on Bowlegs’ camp and their destruction of his prized
banana trees. Indeed, the Seminoles viewed the destruction of the camp as an act of aggression
by the army. They once more attacked a camp that provided shelter and sustenance for Seminole
people, aiming to wipe out Seminole access to the land and resources of Florida, if only
temporarily.
The Third Seminole War differed from the preceding war in a number of ways. Unlike
the Second Seminole War, the majority of the fighting occurred in the southern portion of the
peninsula, especially around the settlement line just above the south Florida reservation.
According to one Florida soldier, “the Indians are scattered along our entire frontier.” The
concentration of fighting in this area was especially significant. The settlements above the
Everglades represented the most daring reach of American settler colonialism in Florida.
Although settlements also grew near Fort Dallas (present-day Miami), the settlement line from
Charlotte Harbor and up the Peace River symbolized the seemingly miraculous reach of white
settlement according to American observers. This area represented the most vivid expression of
the wider Florida borderland, being so close to the Seminole reservation and so far from most
white development. The federal government, and especially the Florida militia, desired to
maintain these settlements at all costs. Indeed, the aforementioned soldier decreed that “we must
be active in our duties, or the settlements will suffer.”67 The future of American control of
Florida rested on the shoulders of those isolated settlements.
In contrast to the previous war, the number of Seminole warriors was also much lower,
around 150 by some estimates.68 The decreased number of Seminole fighters ensured that
guerrilla warfare became the overriding Seminole strategy. Though guerrilla warfare figured
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prominently in the Second Seminole War, the remaining Seminoles found the tactic even more
necessary. They could never field a force to rival that of the United States Army and the Florida
militia, but ambushes and retreats led them to some successes in the Florida wilderness. In one
1856 engagement, Langdon Loomis described the disorienting sights and sounds of a guerrilla
attack. While marching through a cypress swamp, Loomis and his men had no reason to expect
an attack, given that Bowlegs’ nearby camp “has been deserted for months.” Despite such
assurances, Loomis heard two “cracks of a rifle” from the cypress trees and the “whooping and
yelling” of the Seminole shooters. Loomis organized his men to charge the Seminole group “but
[the men] could see none, at least I have not seen an Indian yet.” As they charged, they came out
into a clearing and there was “not an Indian to be seen.”69
Though previous warfare and removal diminished the Seminole fighting force, they still
used the methods that made them successful years before: invisibility, environmental knowledge,
and constant mobility. Their tactics also further cemented the facets of Seminole and Mikasuki
identity that arose during the Second Seminole War. Resistance, mobility, and intimate
knowledge of the Everglades became a vital component of community identity for the
Seminoles. The “clan camp,” a social structure in which “all members of a clan lived,” assisted
this heightened mobility.70 Clans were matrilineal, meaning that one’s clan membership followed
from the mother’s line. The typical pattern of the clan camp included “one or more women in
their twenties, perhaps an elderly woman or two, some children, and the husbands of the younger
women.” According to historian James Covington, the Second Seminole War forced the
Seminoles to develop clan camps in the 1830s and 1840s instead of the usual Muscogee
squareground settlement.71 These camps, studied by anthropologist Brent Weisman, allowed “for
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some flexibility in social relationships as the population […] moved from place to place.”72
These camps “continued through the Third Seminole War,” according to Covington, and
provided a much needed source of stability in social relationships, leading to a cementing of
tribal identity. Besides grounding personal and community identity during times of crisis, clan
camps also figured as the main source through which Seminoles planned guerrilla attacks and
survival tactics. Clan camps not only rekindled social bonds but furnished “sufficient numbers of
warriors” and allowed “groups to plan and coordinate strategies of economic self-sufficiency.”73
This mode of living, moving, and forming community identity remained a potent expression of
Seminole sovereignty in the Florida landscape.
The Seminoles also continued to rely on environmental knowledge during the Third
Seminole War. Their move to the Everglades, however, forced them to reckon with a sometimes
unfamiliar terrain. Indeed, the Second Seminole War forced the Seminoles farther south until
they retreated to the remoteness of the Everglades. The move south affected their livelihoods, but
they remained determined to continue the modes of living that sustained them. As Brent
Weisman’s research shows, the Seminoles never existed as an aquatic society or culture. They
“came to Florida as farmers, herdsmen, and hunters.” The move to the Everglades, then, forced
them to acquire new environmental knowledge and adapt their ways of living. Their adaptation,
however, shows the power that the Seminoles still exerted on the landscape in the face of white
efforts to displace them. One of the most vivid displays of Seminole adaptation to the Everglades
was their adjustment in dwellings. The Seminoles came to rely on structures called chickees as
their primary shelter. Chickees consisted of a palmetto thatched hut on a raised platform open to
the air on four sides. The structure could be built quickly with the materials available in the area,
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kept the floor dry and free of pests, and kept the inhabitants cool in the subtropical
temperatures.74 Seminole foodways also underwent a period of adaptation. Formerly, the
Seminoles relied upon agriculture to sustain the food sources of their communities, raising
mostly corn, beans, squash, etc. The involuntary mobility and move southward forced the
Seminoles to incorporate more wild foods into their diet, including swamp cabbage and coontie
root, foods that became a staple of traditional Seminole foodways. The ability of the Seminoles
to gain a large amount of environmental knowledge in a short amount of time and under duress
demonstrated that they still maintained a great deal of power in the borderlands. Their
adaptations ensured that they remained a potent force of resistance to white Floridians. Their
culture shifted to one that could be easily mobile yet grounded in community bonds that were
maintained over great distance.
Seminole tactics and movement once more frustrated the army in Florida and
demonstrated the limits of whiteness in the borderlands. Though the army attempted to improve
its knowledge of the Everglades, the landscape still confounded soldiers. The Everglades’
massive expanse of water and grass made overland travel incredibly difficult. Captain Doubleday
related the difficulty of his unit’s scouting mission near Fort Lauderdale in 1857. His men “soon
sank up to the middle in slimy mud and their progress became slow and laborious.” Whenever
soldiers attempted to find solid land they sometimes instead found “floating islands which could
hardly bear their weight. In some cases they fell through and would have drowned were it not for
the prompt assistance of their comrades.”75 Indeed, the topography of the Everglades shifted
seasonally, and land that was once dry could be covered in water weeks later. Due to the aquatic
nature of the terrain, the army once more used “boat companies” to track and capture Seminole
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Indians. According to John and May Lou Missall, these companies could occasionally “harass
the Indians and capture a number of women and children.”76 On the whole, however, “scouting
missions up the rivers of the Everglades and Big Cypress were fruitless exercises with few
significant results other than the demoralizing factor.”77 Again, much like the Second Seminole
War, the inability to track and capture Seminole Indians caused soldiers much embarrassment.
Doubleday stated that he and his men “had no success in the Indian question whatever.”
Doubleday found his men, who hailed predominately from Irish and German stock from the
cities, to be “wholly ignorant of wood craft and consequently no match for the savages.”78
George W. Hazzard castigated his men in 1857 for being “so ignorant of rowing that the two in a
boat frequently row facing each other and haven’t sense enough to see that they are going around
in a circle.”79 White Americans felt themselves once more overcome by the Florida wilderness
and the natural knowledge of the Seminoles. Similar to the consequences of such mismatched
environmental knowledge in the Second Seminole War, the experience of mobility in the Third
Seminole War reflected to white soldiers the hopelessness of the Florida project. As General
David Twiggs ruminated, “to beat and break an enemy is to conquer a country,” but hunting the
Seminoles for removal was “another problem.”80 Twiggs questioned the efficacy of the
American strategy and its ability to control the peninsula of Florida altogether. With such a
perspective, Americans could not but doubt the settler colonial aims in the borderland.
The Florida militia played an outsized role in the third conflict between the U.S. and the
Seminoles in the 1850s. During the Second Seminole War, the U.S. army considered the Florida
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conscripts to be unreliable, “lacking in discipline and equipment.”81 The Florida militia vastly
improved their status during the later war. Though they were late to organize and loathed taking
direction from the army, they proved to be more active in the later campaigns. During the first
few months of the war in 1856, the militia avoided a direct offensive in the Everglades to root
out the remaining Seminoles. Instead, Florida conscripts “tended to stay close to home and
generally kept to the open roads.”82 The settlement line remained vulnerable to various Seminole
raids and the militia considered it more important to secure those homes. Florida men intended to
protect their loved ones and property. Mostly, however, Florida militiamen refused to abandon
their horses. They insisted on marshaling a mounted force, despite feedback from the army. The
army, according to Knetsch, “asked for more foot troops and some who would be willing to
operate from boats.”83 Indeed, the Everglades was not an environment suited for horseback
travel. The depth of water and the solidity of the ground always remained questionable. For these
white Floridians, however, mounted companies enhanced their personal and collective sense of
power in the borderlands. Though the army considered the militiamen “too proud to walk on
foot,” the Florida civilian soldiers remained keenly aware of how to project authority and control
in the borderland.84 Horses signaled power, whiteness, and privilege. They also represented the
quickest way of navigating familiar terrain in the nineteenth century. White men in Florida
already reeling from another outbreak of war desired to project their authority in the Florida
wilderness. They wanted to reinforce an identity eroded by the uncertainty and difficulty of the
borderlands. Unfortunately, however, their preference for mounted travel paradoxically
threatened their projection of control. Horses limited the Florida militia’s ability to effectively
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remove the Seminoles and accomplish the goals of the settler colonial project. It was not until
1857, however, that the militia abandoned their mounted policy in exchange for the widespread
use of boats.85 Nevertheless, the Seminoles retreated further and further into the Everglades.
1857 saw both a renewed focus of the Florida militia against Seminole resistance and a
burgeoning antipathy toward the federal government. The activity of the militia during this time
once more reflected the tarnished nature of whiteness in 1850s Florida. The Florida militia
became known for their ruthless treatment of the Seminoles, no doubt a result of their
embarrassment at their inability to bend Florida to the will of white men. Their actions also
reflected increased resentment toward the federal government. White observers in Florida
castigated the army for their inability to capture the Seminoles. An editor of the Tampa
Peninsular newspaper lashed out at the federal government and the army, stating that white
Floridians were “constantly on the tip-toe of anxiety.” He implored, “What has been done to
remove or exterminate the Seminoles? We answer nothing!”86 Florida militiamen
overcompensated for the supposed inaction of the regular army by engaging in what soldier
Oliver O. Howard called “rough campaigning.” Howard expressed his distaste at the tendency of
the militia to “involve in their attacks Indian men, women, and children and take very few
prisoners.”87 The overly violent response of the militia, compared to that of the regular army,
once more conveyed the frustration of white Floridians with the state of their settler colonial
project. They tasked themselves with creating a white man’s paradise in Florida. They expected
to bend the landscape to their will and force the nonwhite inhabitants to either know their place
or leave. Another war of resistance on the part of the Seminoles undermined the goals of white
Americans in Florida; white Floridians wanted to punish them for doing so.
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Seminole resistance began to crumble in November 1857 when the army destroyed yet
another camp of Billy Bowlegs. Bowlegs and his band lost a great deal of supplies, including
food, tools, and ammunition. As discussed above, the Seminole camp held special importance for
clans. It was not merely a place to hide from the army; the Seminole camp stood as a symbol of
Seminole culture and society. Strategically, the camp allowed the Seminoles to “connect with
other Seminoles, [rekindle] bonds, […] and coordinate strategies of economic self-sufficiency
and spiritual well-being.” The strength, strategy, and identity of Seminoles was rooted in the clan
camp. According to Weisman, the effect of the “clan system was one of stability.” The
destruction of Bowlegs’ camp, then, was a crushing blow against Seminole autonomy. Indeed,
after the army destroyed his camp “Bowlegs knew this was the end of his way of life.”88 A group
of Seminole warriors avenged the attack on Bowlegs’ village by destroying a potent symbol of
American aggression during the war, horses. Though Seminole cattle culture also prized horses,
during the Seminole Wars they were most linked to American efforts to destroy the Seminoles’
way of life. The war party killed thirty-six American horses in one night in a potent display of
their ability to deny the Americans a crucial resource to make war. The horses held symbolic
importance as well. If the Americans destroyed a Seminole symbol of identity, the Seminoles
would strike back in kind. Despite this show of resistance, however, Bowlegs eventually
surrendered in March of 1858, just months after the destruction of his camp. The Third Seminole
War, then, much like the Second, represented a war over competing forms of access, movement,
and settlement. These issues fundamentally informed the largest questions of control and identity
in Florida.
The departure of Billy Bowlegs signaled a profound turning point in Seminole and
Mikasuki history. Some of Bowlegs’ people stayed in Florida, but Sam Jones, the aging
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Mikasuki leader, claimed the majority of the remaining Seminoles. At the end of the Third
Seminole War in 1858 approximately two hundred Seminoles remained in Florida. They
retreated away from white society entirely and “existed for twenty years in isolation.”89 Indeed,
the Seminoles gradually re-emerged in the 1880s to trade with whites. Their dealings with white
Floridians and the federal government created a pervasive and abiding distrust in whites
generally. According to observer Minnie Moore-Wilson, the Seminoles had a saying taught from
birth: “Es-ta-had-kee, ho-lo-wa-gus, lox-ee-o-just,” translated as “White man no good, lie too
much.”90 For their part, white Floridians witnessed the defeat of Bowlegs with little fanfare.
Though the Seminoles still remained in Florida, their self-imposed isolation calmed the minds of
white Floridians and convinced them that Florida was finally becoming a haven for white
settlers. The borderland, however, still roiled beneath their feet while the rift between North and
South over the issue of slavery continued to grow.
The Secessionist Impulse in Florida
Tensions over nonwhite resistance in Florida reached untenable levels during the 1850s.
Commentators excoriated white Floridians who “allowed [slaves] to go at large, under little or no
restraint.”91 The Third Seminole War once more thrust upon white observers the futility of their
efforts to remove the Seminoles. These developments pushed white Floridians into a state of
desperation over whether they could continue to control Florida and the settler colonial project.
Some blamed the federal government for not adequately supporting white Floridians in their
Americanizing mission. Increasingly, many white Floridians looked to a rising southern
separatism as a way in which to secure white settler colonialism in Florida and destroy nonwhite
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autonomy once and for all. Indeed, Florida’s reliance upon black slavery, especially in the
politically powerful region of Middle Florida, motivated its move toward secession and entrance
into the Confederate States of America. Nonwhite power and movement in general, however,
also preoccupied Florida’s unique settler colonial society. The concern over racial disorder and
black movement fundamentally drove Florida into the Confederacy, a fact mirrored by Stanley
Harrold’s study of the North-South border states. For many Confederate sympathizers in Florida,
the Confederacy seemed the only way to strengthen settler colonialism in the borderland. Despite
the vocal outpouring of secessionist support, Florida also possessed a healthy population of
Unionists, including well connected politicians such as former territorial governor Richard Keith
Call and future governor Ossian B. Hart. The conflicts that emerged between secessionists and
Unionists in Florida in the late 1850s and early 1860s contributed once more to a contested
American society in Florida, one that raised doubts about the settler colonial project begun
decades before.
Anger and resentment towards the federal government brewed throughout the late 1840s
and 1850s. One contributing factor was the fallout from the Armed Occupation Act of 1842. The
act settled hundreds of new homesteads throughout the state as a way to prevent more Seminole
incursion, but the settlers who took advantage of the act found their land less than appealing. In
an 1848 memorial to the federal government, approximately one hundred fifty signers asked for
“relief” concerning the unhealthy or inhospitable lands upon which their sections of land fell. In
some cases the subscribers found “nine-tenths [of the land] water, swamp, or pine barren.” They
stated that because they did not live in Florida at the time that they claimed their acreage they did
not know that “dense hammocks were unhealthy residences,” but their tracts usually included a
majority of this type of land. The subscribers felt betrayed by the policies and surveys of the land
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office. The government either forced them to settle on unhealthy land or caused them to “lose all
the land which induced them to settle.”92
Many white Floridians also directed their anger toward “northerners” generally, and
blamed them for pushing the federal government towards an anti-slavery stance. Though Florida
was not home to many extravagantly wealthy plantation owners, slavery was pivotal to the
state’s economy, and slaveowners made up a not insignificant portion of the population. Indeed,
Florida’s statistics of slaveholders and enslaved population “perfectly mirrored the leading
Southern states.”93 Enslaved men and women made up forty-four percent of the population, and
thirty-four percent of white households owned slaves.94 According to historian Tracy Revels,
“slavery was part of the everyday existence in a third of Florida’s households.”95 Even if white
Floridians did not own slaves, the hope of acquiring black bodies to control was ever-present,
and they benefitted from the hiring out system explored earlier. One newspaper editor in
Jacksonville swore that any non-slaveowning white man in Florida “only considers it a
misfortune, and his only hope is by industry and economy, to purchase a working hand.”96 The
proliferation of slaveowners was also crucial to the settler colonial project at large. Every
purchase of black flesh and every wield of the whip reinforced whiteness. White Floridians, then,
felt their power in the borderland increase apace as other whites ascended into the strata of
slaveownership. Owning slaves and exercising absolute control over the movement of black men
and women kept the threat of racial disorder at bay. As Oscar Hart of Jacksonville wrote, to push
emancipation upon the white population of Florida would be to “place about our necks the
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galling chains of perpetual servitude and slavery.” White liberty was synonymous with black
enslavement in the borderlands.97 White Floridians, perfectly conscious of the importance of the
peculiar institution to the state’s economy and the maintenance of whiteness in the borderland,
kept busy in the 1850s by defending the institution from what they felt were unceasing attacks
from northern abolitionists and the federal government.
The ensuing national debates regarding the possibility of disunion amplified white
Floridians’ fears of racial disorder. Florida, like many other slave states, became convinced that
the crises of the 1850s over the expansion of slavery in the territories spelled doom for their own
slave systems. The strengthening of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 enraged northerners who
resented being complicit in the preservation of southern power via the slave economy.
Southerners felt similarly aggrieved by the growing influence of abolitionists and the rise of the
Republican Party. The Republicans, guided by a strident free labor ideology and increasingly
rallied by an anti-slavery politician named Abraham Lincoln, represented abolitionist extremism
to white slaveowners.98 The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 also forced a contest between slave
and free states, as the balance of power could swing in either direction. Indeed, these hardening
oppositional politics played out with fervor in the borderlands and the margins of the nation, the
area most essential to the extension of slavery, as shown by Burke, Astor, Harrold, and others.
Florida’s status as a precarious borderland in the 1850s primed the state for a dramatic conflict
over slavery, race, and the power of the federal government.
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The prospect of emancipation brought on by the increasing popularity and intensity of
northern abolitionists in the 1850s threatened to drag Florida back to the pre-cession days of
Spanish Florida and throw the borderland into turmoil. In an 1855 letter to his brother in Maine,
an unknown Tallahassee writer implored his brother to “agree with me in thinking that their
[slaves] Emancipation would expose us to the most imminent danger.” The writer acknowledged
that slavery represented a less than ideal situation, and “if we [whites] suffer by the release of the
Slaves it will be in a good cause,” but he still held to the belief that “it would be better to let
things remain as they are.”99 The writer, then, clearly identified black freedom with white
suffering, especially in the vulnerable borderland of Florida with its history of black-Indian
cooperation. Other white Floridians outside of the state’s cotton belt also used doom-and-gloom
premonitions to push for confrontation with the northern states. Jacksonville newspaper editor
Felix Livingston castigated “Whiggish doctrines” and claimed that “the brand and the butcher
knife will be in the hand of the slave” if the nation bent on the issue of slavery.100 Such threats of
black autonomy once more could not be disentangled from the continued presence of
independent native peoples who likewise waged war against white settlers. The Jacksonville
town fathers further assured the town’s residents that they would “resist ‘unto the death’ all
aggressions upon [proper slave surveillance.]”101 Indeed, these “aggressions against the South”
made by abolitionists, according to the young women of the prominent Broward family, “would
carry in its pathway all the evils of Haiti to the whites.” Beyond threats to lives and personal
property, though, white Floridians also feared the loss of the privileges of whiteness in the face
of emancipation. The Broward sisters went on in a newspaper editorial to warn that emancipation
would afford black men and women “a place on the same footing with their former owners, to be
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made legislators, to sit as Judges.”102 Indeed, these astute young women understood that
emancipation threatened whiteness itself in the Florida borderlands. The nature of the state meant
that power was up for grabs; emancipation threatened to upend the hard-fought racial order of
the state entirely. The choice of the word “footing” also represents a curious turn of phrase.
Indeed, the young writers may have unconsciously chosen a word that signaled not only status
but also the ability for either movement or rootedness. The racial disputes in Florida involved
deeply entangled issues over access to power, resources, and embodied mobility. Perhaps their
choice of words represented this idea as well. Regardless, the increasing abolitionist sentiment
and the rise of the Republican party in the 1850s sent the white residents of Florida into a furor
over the racial disorder that would surely follow. Slavery meant the maintenance of whiteness in
the Florida borderlands, and its destruction would carry the borderlands back to the chaos of the
pre-cession period.
The fears over racial disorder fomented a profound anger and resentment toward
northerners and the federal government among white Floridians in the 1850s. For many white
Floridians, northerners represented an evil that would doom the settler colonial project in
Florida. Northerners did not understand the difficulties and exigencies of the borderland,
according to white Floridians. The overwhelmingly southern background of many white
Floridians partly explains the anti-northern sentiment that dominated the state. South Carolinians
represented the largest proportion of white Florida transplants. Indeed, the West Florida
Enterprise referred to Florida in as the “little infant daughter of South Carolina.”103 The fact that
many northerners also lived and worked in Florida did not alter the growing antipathy toward the
northern states. Rather, white Floridians saw northerners in Florida as a great threat, because
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they imagined northerners to be secret abolitionists, supposedly intent on luring their chattel
away and fomenting rebellion. Vermont native Calvin Robinson felt the scorn of his southern
neighbors in Jacksonville during the height of the sectional crisis in 1860. Robinson moved to
Jacksonville in 1857 for his health and started a merchant business in the town. By 1860,
however, Robinson found the South “to be uncomfortable as a residence for northern men.”
Despite having known his neighbors for three years, “the hotheads had been circulating the
rumor […] that I was an abolitionist.”104 The charge caused Robinson great misfortune when
secession came to pass. Floridians seemed to find abolitionists everywhere in their midst. The
Broward sisters warned newspaper readers of “Abolitionist Emissaries of the North” who
attempted to dismantle the southern institutions of Florida.105 Burton Bellamy, the northern
educated son of the wealthy Bellamy family in Middle Florida, found “hypocrisy and treachery”
to be the “mark of abolitionism.”106 His cousin, a resident of Oxford, Georgia, counseled
Bellamy to leave Yale as “the state of feeling between the North and the South [has] become so
embittered that as a true Southerner like yourself would not be willing to receive even an
education at the hands of the North.”107 Anti-northern sentiment morphed into a feeling of
conspiracy throughout the South and in Florida as well, with one Floridian averring that
“Northern people have bitter prejudices against us and have been educated in a religion of hate to
our institutions.”108 The institutions to which the “plain farmer” alluded no doubt included black
slavery. For Florida, however, such institutions also included the surveillance of nonwhite
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movement and the systems of access that promoted white dominion in the borderland.
Northerners threatened the safety of Floridians and the very power of whiteness that remained
vulnerable in Florida.
Antipathy toward northerners went hand-in-hand with animosity toward the federal
government. White Floridians grew tired of the United States government and its inability to
properly augment white supremacy in Florida. True, the United States had negotiated the cession
of Florida and provided land grants to settlers; but many white Floridians remembered the gross
inadequacies displayed by the federal government. The United States, according to many whites
in Florida, dragged its feet on the issue of Seminole removal. The U.S. army was impotent when
confronted with Seminole resistance. It allowed the remaining Seminoles to retreat to the
Everglades where they were free to raid settlements. The federal government, white residents
felt, was not doing its part to curb nonwhite mobility and access in Florida, which was the
primary goal of the settler colonial mission. Anti-U.S. sentiment was already present during the
early statehood period. Despite being granted statehood in 1845, Florida attempted to show its
disdain for the government by crafting a state flag that included the motto “Let Us Alone”
situated directly to the right of an inset of the United States flag. Whites in Florida wanted to be
left to their own devices and their creation of a white haven in the borderland, unless they needed
federal assistance, in which case, they clamored for it. They demanded not only that the U.S.
protect the settler colonial project but also that it avoid any stringent oversight of how Floridians
carried out that project. The growing power of anti-slavery Republicans in the federal
government only increased the anti-government stance of many white Floridians. They began to
vent their frustrations with the government as the sectional crisis grew more bitter. One
Democratic party handbill from Jacksonville claimed that “the rights of the citizens of Florida
are no longer safe in the Union.” They saw a solution in secession and the formation of a new

259

political alliance with “[Florida’s] Southern sisters.”109 Many white Floridians saw that their
settler colonial project could only be saved by allying with other southern states in a new nation,
one described by Alabama politician E.C. Bullock as a “new Union of brotherly love in which a
homogenous people taking their destination into their own hands, …[would] exhibit to the world
the highest development of free government.”110 Florida governor Madison Starke Perry
similarly called for secession in a November 1860 address, stating that “the only hope the
Southern states have for domestic peace or for future respect of property is…secession.”111 The
editor of the Jacksonville Standard newspaper echoed Perry’s sentiments by imploring Florida’s
citizens to “seek safety in the only ark left – the withdrawal from the government of enemies.”112
The United States, then, which had fostered the settler colonial project in Florida now proved to
be its primary enemy. White Floridians searched for a new political system which would allow
settler colonialism to strengthen white control of the state.
White Floridians had groped toward secession since 1850 when John C. Calhoun called
for a southern convention in Nashville to discuss the possibility of secession in response to the
debate over the extension of slavery in the western territories. Florida joined eight other states in
sending delegates to the convention, though the group moved off of secession and toward a
position of compromise. Secession became a more viable option, however, with the election of
Abraham Lincoln to the presidency in 1860. White Floridians balked at the prospect of
Republican leadership, and the state joined its fellow southern states in charging toward
secession. The Florida General Assembly called for a secession convention to meet on January 3,
1861. Despite the voices urging for compromise, the convention voted 62-7 for secession on the
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same day. Even supposed Unionists became “swept up in the secession mystique” according to
historian Daniel Schafer.113 Indeed, the arguments of secessionists in Florida appealed to
whiteness and threats to the settler colonial society. The Jacksonville Standard charged that the
Republicanism of the Northern states had “razed our cities to the ground, poisoned the waters of
our wells, [and] corrupted the hearts of our servants.”114 The imagery of a destroyed settlement
spoke directly to the fears of white Floridians who desperately wanted to Americanize Florida.
White modes of access and settlement visibly marked a borderland such as Florida as a space in
which whiteness was secure. To destroy white settlements and the black bondage upon which
they were built would likewise destroy whiteness in a space in which it was most vulnerable.
Even the initial compromisers could see that. Florida, then, joined its fellow seceding states in
Montgomery, Alabama on February 4, 1861 to establish their provisional government.
Former territorial governor Richard Keith Call let out an ominous cry after the secession
convention voted to wrest Florida from the Union. He charged that his fellow delegates had
“opened the gates of Hell, from which shall flow the curses of the damned which shall sink you
to perdition.”115 Call’s premonition would indeed come to pass for many Floridians. Though
Florida would see only one major battle of the impending Civil War, Floridians black and white,
civilian and soldier, endured various trials and tribulations. Ultimately, though white Floridians
attempted to secure the borderland through secession, the tumult of the Civil War kept Florida in
a state of turmoil. The mobility of white and black Floridians took on new meanings during the
ensuing war and impacted personal and communal identities in the continuing borderland.
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Conclusion
Florida’s early statehood period proved no more stable than the territorial era. Nonwhite
peoples and their mobility continued to threaten white settler colonialism in the peninsula. Black
and Seminole people sustained their mobility and expanded their personal and communal
identities in ways that reinforced kinship and autonomy. White Floridians, however, viewed the
persistence of nonwhite movement as an escalating threat to their project of control and the
meaning of whiteness at large. Through warfare, legislation, community surveillance, and
personal violence, white Floridians attempted to rein in the access of nonwhite peoples in
Florida. Their most tremendous actions to secure settler colonialism culminated in secession
from the United States, an entity that many white Floridians viewed as a threat to white control
in Florida. Despite their confidence that the newly formed Confederate States of America would
adequately preserve white settler colonialism, Florida remained a borderland through the Civil
War and Reconstruction. Nonwhite people, especially African Americans, would use the
resulting Civil War to claim space and movement initially denied to them by white Floridians.
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CHAPTER 5
“Skulking Traitors”:
Race, Mobility, and Settler Colonialism in Civil War Florida, 1861-1866
When Florida’s politicians voted to secede from the Union and join the other
slaveholding states in a new nation, they did so under the assumption that the soon-to-be
Confederate States of America would ensure control over nonwhite movement, thus eliminating
the spatial power of nonwhites and resolving the borderlands in perpetuity. The movement of
nonwhite groups in the state and their display of power and control over the landscape led to
profound white unease. As discussed in chapter four, the resistance of native and black
Floridians motivated white Floridians to abandon the protection and influence of the United
States. Many slaveholding and nonslaveholding white Floridians clamored for a regime change,
one that would uphold white supremacy in the borderlands and secure the control over
movement necessary to maintain settler colonialism. The war to repair the Union, however,
would further undermine white supremacy in Florida. The exigencies of war upset settlement
patterns, access to resources, and the free movement of white Floridians. Both the Confederate
and Union armies attempted to harness mobility to tip the balance of power in the state to their
advantage.
Despite Confederate efforts, however, the war opened the landscape for more nonwhite
movement and ultimately weakened the privileges of whiteness under settler colonialism.
Enslaved black Floridians and black Union soldiers exercised their mobility throughout the state,
thus displaying their autonomy in ways that upset the racial assumptions about power and
authority in the settler colonial society of Florida. From 1861 to 1866 they inundated Union
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camps and Union-occupied towns, vigorously claiming space and resources long denied to black
Floridians. Their movement enhanced their personal autonomy and communal connections, but
also led to profound anxiety as black Floridians struggled to survive, especially during the
piecemeal process of emancipation. The increasingly draconian policies of the Confederacy laid
out in 1862 and the chaos engendered by the war also threw white rootedness and space into
upheaval. The social and political fractures created by food scarcity, conscription, and desertion
caused the Confederate government and army to crack down on white settlers, particularly those
of non-elite backgrounds, whose loyalty to the cause proved dubious. The restriction of white
settlement and the forced movement of deserters and their families thus challenged the racial
privileges of settler colonialism and the potential for white Americans to racially control the
peninsula through settlement. The Seminoles and Mikasukis also used the Civil War in Florida
as an opportunity to expand their sovereignty. The Union and Confederate governments both
considered the native Floridians in South Florida a potential threat to their respective war efforts.
The various bands of Seminoles and Mikasukis played one side against the other in a bid to
extract resources and concessions. In using play-off politics in the borderland, Seminole peoples
augmented their authority in the state. Union and Confederate competition for a Seminole
alliance also sustained native populations still reeling from the Third Seminole War. Desperate
for resources, Seminole and Mikasuki bands promised loyalty to both nations in return for trade
agreements, commodities, and protection. Despite conciliatory gestures by the Confederate and
Union governments, the Seminoles recognized that white Americans desired the ultimate
removal of their bands from the Florida peninsula. In addition, Confederate policies of friendly
relations with the Seminoles belied the ultimate goal of continuing the settler colonial system
that whites struggled to reinforce.
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This chapter argues that a focus on race and movement in the experience of the Civil War
in Florida reframes the conflict as a settler colonial war not unlike those already waged in
Florida. The motivations behind secession and the intense focus on race and physical movement
in the execution of the war reflected the primary themes involved in the construction of a settler
colonial society in Florida in the nineteenth century. White fears of black and native movement
and autonomy echoed the common refrains of the earlier Seminole Wars. Secession and war in
the Florida borderlands once more resurrected the specters of racial chaos and nonwhite power.
Most white settlers grasped onto the Confederacy as a way to salvage their imperiled settler
colonial project, but the Confederate war effort in some ways attacked the privileges of
whiteness that settlers spent decades supporting. Florida’s rejection of the Union also mirrors
common patterns in other settler colonial societies. As scholar Walter Hixson discusses in his
work American Settler Colonialism, settler colonial colonies differ from other forms of
colonization because settler colonies ultimately “cast aside the authority of the ‘mother’
country.” In doing so, settler colonial societies endeavor to create their own narratives about their
identity and history.1 White Floridians’ rejection of the United States functioned similarly; they
instead cultivated an identity based in Confederate nationalism, thus rejecting the overwhelming
role played by the United States in acquiring Florida and bolstering its settler colonial project. In
sum, Florida’s Civil War was a continuation of settler colonial wars against nonwhite peoples in
the Florida borderlands and an attempt to reinforce white supremacy.
The Civil War in Florida, then, is exceptional. The legacy and continued presence of
native autonomy and resistance in the state made it different from the other complex borderlands
in the war, especially the border states of Kentucky, Missouri, and Kansas. The border states’
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divided loyalties, flexible slave systems, and pervasive slave resistance via movement also
characterized Civil War Florida. Indeed, historians Stanley Harrold, Diane Mutti Burke, Aaron
Astor, and Kristen Epps explore the porous boundaries of state lines, political affiliations,
sectional loyalties, slavery, and freedom in their studies of the border states. These scholars all
demonstrate that the tensions surrounding these literal and figurative borders exploded into brutal
violence and guerrilla warfare during the Civil War. African Americans took advantage of the
disruption of the war to carve out spaces of freedom for themselves.2 Though Florida did not
experience the level of internal bloodshed as the border states, suspicions and intrigues made the
relationships between whites of differing classes or political loyalties in Florida uneasy. Black
Floridians, much like enslaved people throughout the Confederate South, used the war as a
means to escape bondage, join the Union Army, and ultimately resist the economic and social
systems that desired to relegate them to perpetual bondage. These studies of border states,
however, do not fully analyze the tri-racial dimensions of the lead-up to and execution of the
war. Though some works mention the native groups the federal government resettled in parts of
Kansas, or the existence of a “crossroads where merchandise, cultures, and beliefs mixed,” there
is a lack of sustained focus on tri-racial dynamics, the displacement of native people in the
expansion of slavery, or the use of borderlands theory in these works.3 Historian Kristen
Tegtmeier Oertel attempts to correct this omission of the tri-racial interactions on the Kansas-
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Missouri border, but her work ends prior to the Civil War.4 Other Civil War scholars have also
explored the various alliances of Indian Territory tribes with the Union and Confederacy
respectively, but, once more, lack an overarching framework of tri-racial understandings of the
war.5 Florida’s Civil War offers a prime example of how the conflict was rooted not only in the
expansion of slavery but also in concerns over native authority, nonwhite cooperation, and the
future of white supremacy in a tri-racial southern society.
This chapter also builds on the work of Civil War historian Yael Sternhell’s work Routes
of War. Sternhell highlights the literal and symbolic importance of movement in the Confederate
South during the conflict. Sternhell argues that the movement of soldiers, civilians, and refugees
in the South created drastic changes in southern society. The pervasive mobility created by the
war became a “visual vocabulary” for concepts ranging from “courage and cowardice, strength
and weakness, [to] honor and shame.” Social categories were upended as white Confederates
deserted, escaped Union occupation, or fled from the sites of their own mastery over black
southerners, effectively signaling the weakening of white supremacy, at least temporarily. In
addition, though the widespread movement engendered by the war ruptured black kinship networks,
black mobility also “served as a stark reminder of the new reality taking hold over the

slaveholders' former domain.” My own examination of mobility in Florida’s experience of the
war mirrors Sternhell’s findings but also adds to this narrative because of the enduring presence
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and legacies of Seminole peoples in Florida. Native mobility in Florida provides another layer to
examine the meaning of mobility in the Civil War in the peninsula.6
The following pages trace the impact of war and Union occupation on settlement and
mobility patterns in Florida among whites, African Americans, and native groups from 18611866. The conflict disrupted white settlement but opened up opportunities for nonwhite
resistance and movement, ultimately undermining the racial control desired by white settlers in
Florida. Though many white Floridians viewed the Confederacy as “the only ark left” to
perpetuate settler colonialism, the failure of the Confederate war effort spelled the doom of that
system during the Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction period.7
Black and White Mobility during the Civil War and Emancipation
Though Florida experienced only one major battle and a few skirmishes, the experience
of the war created hardship for white and black residents alike. Various historians have explored
the trials of Florida’s soldiers who fought outside of the state.8 Many scholars also address the
home front in Florida, especially its impact on slavery, settlement, and women.9 The Civil War,
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according to these scholars, opened up opportunities for African Americans through escape,
enlistment in the Union army, and eventual emancipation. Women also performed valuable labor
in Civil War Florida, a fact best demonstrated by the research of Tracy Revels. Elite white
women from Florida, including plantation mistresses such as Mary Martha Reid, engaged in
battle field nursing. White women in Florida also augmented their roles in society by providing
for families made destitute by the war, engaging in trade, and attempting to maintain
slaveholding households. Though mobility is a component of these stories, a history of the
specific changes in mobility and access to resources in the context of a borderland existence has
yet to be produced. Indeed, these narratives depict Florida as a frontier rather than a shifting
borderland between white settlement, black spaces of resistance, and native sovereignty. These
works on the Civil War also do not address the continuing presence of native Floridians such as
the Seminole and Mikasuki.
Examining how the Civil War impacted movement and resources in Florida, especially in
the region of East Florida, lays bare the connections between movement, settler colonialism, and
power that made the borderland a vital space in which to reinforce definitions of race in the
nineteenth century, especially in the midst of the monstrous conflict over the future of slavery in
America. East Florida witnessed the most interaction between Union and Confederate forces, and
the most movement of white and black Floridians between various spaces they viewed as secure.
Indeed, East Florida’s lack of widespread plantation agriculture and its looser slave policies

Confederate Florida: The Road to Olustee, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1990);
George E. Buker, Blockaders, Refugees, & Contrabands: Civil War on Florida’s Gulf Coast,
1861-1865, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1993); Richard A. Martin and Daniel L.
Schafer, Jacksonville’s Ordeal by Fire: A Civil War History, (Jacksonville: Florida Publishing
Company, 1984); Schafer, Thunder on the River: The Civil War in Northeast Florida,
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010); John E. Johns, Florida During the Civil War,
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1963); Robert A. Taylor, Confederate Storehouse:
Florida in the Confederate Economy, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1995); Revels,
Grander in Her Daughters.
269

made it the most important battle ground of the settler colonial struggle in Florida. Prior to
secession, white Floridians identified East Florida as the most vulnerable area of black resistance
and autonomy. The rate of escape and the visible autonomy of black Floridians in the region of
East Florida dwarfed that of Middle Florida’s plantation center. Unionists and Confederates in
the state focused on imposing their own systems of movement and access in this region in order
to control the populace, the landscape, and their visions for the future of Florida. Confederate
Floridians desired to perpetuate their settler colonial project in Florida, while Unionists and
federal forces desired to at least modify the racial labor regimes of that project. These soldiers
and their civilian allies comprehended the vital consequences of movement in wartime; they also
grasped the larger symbolic impact of racially defined movement in a fragile borderland. Union
and Confederate men had to navigate the complicated racial legacies of movement in Florida,
legacies that held the future of Americanized Florida in the balance. The importance of mobility
weighed especially heavy on white Confederates of modest means, as wartime policies and
scarcities threw their presumed right to resources, space, and power into upheaval. Women in
Florida also used both their mobility and their roles in settlement to shape the experience and
goals of the war. Women marshalled their role in settler colonialism to shame both soldiers and
other civilians in shifting their approaches to the conflict. Florida’s civilians, white and black,
also signaled their loyalties, personal autonomy, and agency via their wartime movement and use
of resources. Ultimately, the analysis of movement and settlement in black and white
experiences of the Civil War in East Florida, coupled with a later discussion of Seminole
authority, proves the settler colonial nature of the conflict in the state.
After the outbreak of war in 1861, secessionists in Florida clamored to offer themselves
to the war effort and identified their interests with the other newly forming Confederate states.
Indeed, Florida Confederates considered themselves true southerners not unlike the other
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slaveholding states. As discussed in chapter 2, white southerners from Georgia, the Carolinas,
and Virginia populated Florida since the 1820s. These southern emigrants to the state not only
influenced the rise of a thriving slave economy, especially in the plantation belt of Middle
Florida dominated by elites, but they also tried to create a perfect copy of the supposedly genteel
and firmly rooted southern societies from whence they came. Florida Confederates often viewed
themselves as nearly indistinguishable from other Confederates in other states. Young enlistees
in the Confederate army linked their future with the rest of the Confederacy. Augustus O.
McDonell, for example, exclaimed “Three cheers for the ‘Old dominion” upon receiving news of
the adoption of Virginia’s ordinance of secession in late April of 1861.10 Burton Bellamy, the
scion of Florida’s elite Bellamy family, likewise identified as a “true southerner” and
corresponded with other young men from prominent slaveholding families. He also penned a
defense of slavery as a student at Yale in 1849 in which he thoroughly equated the institution
with the survival of southern society.11 Florida Confederates were, in many ways, aligned with
the mindset, attitudes, and goals of other Confederates seeking to perpetuate their slavocracy.
In other ways, however, Florida Confederates were unlike other Confederate southerners
and more akin to the those of the border states and other cotton frontier areas such as Alabama,
Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. Despite their attempts to construct a memory built on
southern gentility and the ordained nature of settlement, as detailed by Ed Baptist in Creating an
Old South, Florida Confederates were newcomers to the inherited landscape of Florida.12 Unlike
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the Confederates of O’Donnell’s treasured Old Dominion or the Carolinas, white Floridians had
freshly planted roots in their state, not ones stretching back centuries. This necessarily informed
their experience of the war, as it was rooted in the self-conscious process of americanization. In
addition, Florida Confederates often lived through the brutality of the Seminole Wars and the
tense negotiations regarding race and authority in the tri-racial South. The recent past of native
conflict and stretching the borders of their settler colonial society made Florida Confederates,
like those in other cotton frontier states, particularly uneasy about the security of their
Confederate society. Florida’s Confederates were quintessentially settlers, and the priorities of
settling a borderland informed their execution and experience of the war.
Commandeering the bastions of power that proliferated in the state became one of the
first goals of Florida’s secessionists in order to demonstrate their ability to control the landscape
that was in fact created by settler colonialism. White Floridians in favor of secession
immediately began securing the state’s forts and arsenals in late 1860, even prior to the passage
of the secession ordinance, as did other Confederate states, most notably South Carolina. In
January of 1861, Florida’s preeminent businessman and elected official, Senator David Levy
Yulee, implored General Joseph Finegan and Colonel George W. Call to secure any and all forts
and arsenals in the state a full five days before Florida’s secession ordinance passed. At the same
time governor Madison Starke Perry tasked Colonel William J. Gunn with taking a federal
arsenal at Chattahoochee. The old Spanish fort at St. Augustine, renamed Fort Marion, fell to
Florida troops on January 7. A similar fate befell Fernandina’s Fort Clinch only days later.13 The
people of Florida knew that their actions would invite martial retribution from the federal
government. Thus, securing forts and arsenals represented a crucial facet of the initial secession
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project. Alternately, however, the taking of such forts also amounted to a symbolic display that
reified settler colonialism and white supremacy in the borderland. Forts and arsenals vividly
displayed the martial power of white Americans in Florida. They etched upon the landscape the
ability of the American military to secure a location. They also, however, demonstrated the
perpetuation of white settler colonialism in Florida. During the early years of American fear of
Spanish Florida, Americans looked on in disgust as Africans and Indians banded together at the
so-called Negro Fort on the Apalachicola River. The example of nonwhites in control of a fort
worried southerners along the Gulf of Mexico not only because of nonwhite access to guns but
also their access to a potent symbol of organized military might. The ability of blacks and
Indians to freely travel to and claim a piece of fortified land called into question their supposed
racial inferiority in the eyes of whites. Forts continued to play a crucial role in settler disputes
with the Seminole Indians in Florida. Though the Seminoles possessed an uncanny ability to
escape the security of American forts (explored in chapter 3), the construction of forts and bases
throughout the territory became an overriding part of the American military effort. Upon
assuming command of the federal army in 1838 Colonel Zachary Taylor tasked men with
building roads and forts in a grid-like fashion every twenty square miles.14 Taylor’s so-called
Square Plan rested upon the assumption that white fortification of space could combat nonwhite
movement and enhance white settlement. Indeed, forts usually became a hub for white
settlements, a fact not lost on Taylor. Forts represented, and sometimes fulfilled, the ability to
control the landscape and the populace, a vital part of warfare, especially in a location prone to
historically nonwhite use of fortresses, Unionism, and freely roaming black Floridians. Florida’s
coastal regions, especially in East Florida, held a great number of Union sympathizers and
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enslaved men and women accustomed to more lenient oversight. The Florida militia hoped that
organizing and effectively controlling military installments would easily lead to the control of
space and people.
Coastal forts, such as Fort Marion, Fort Barrancas in Pensacola, and Fort Clinch in
Fernandina, also held profound importance for a Confederate state with extensive coastline.
Governor John Milton especially considered the Gulf Coast the most important strategic
vulnerability. The valuable cotton raised in Middle Florida left ports such as Apalachicola on the
Gulf to be taken to New Orleans or New York. Milton frequently beseeched the Confederate
government to provide more men and materiel to properly defend Florida’s coast. In an October
1861 letter to Confederate president Jefferson Davis, Milton spoke of the connections between
other cotton south states and Apalachicola, stating that “Georgia and Alabama are as much, if not
more, interested in the defense of Apalachicola, so far as commerce is concerned, as Florida.”
Milton went on to admit that Florida’s “extended coast” faced “almost insurmountable obstacles
to its successful defense.”15 Milton’s lament for coastal defense, however, rarely extended to
East Florida. He considered the thriving port of Fernandina to be of secondary importance to
Apalachicola, a city he considered “the most important commercial city.”16 Fortunately for
Milton, the Union military did not immediately consider Florida an important target. Neither,
however, did the Confederate government consider Florida to be a worthwhile object of defense.
In late 1861, however, the Union Navy targeted Florida for an extensive blockade
assignment, leading to white anxiety in Florida about free access to waterways. The blockade of
Florida had a number of goals. The Union Navy wanted to prevent the importation of goods and
materials, and it also desired to stop the exporting of cotton, the vital commodity which
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furnished so much cash to the cotton south, including parts of Florida. In a fundamental way,
however, the blockade’s success could be attributed to its disruption of white settlement, not only
in access to resources but also to mobility generally. The blockade forced Floridians to
reformulate their trade routes for imports and exports.17 For sea-faring towns like Apalachicola,
the blockade also threatened their mobility on the water. In extreme cases, boats were
confiscated from the citizenry. Commander Henry S. Stellwagen needed to secure the port of
Apalachicola in March of 1862 and “rounded up all the watercraft in the vicinity” while he
assessed the situation of the inhabitants who had not fled upriver. Upon realizing that the
remaining citizens suffered from starvation and Confederate threats of razing the town, he
relinquished “two or three old unseaworthy schooners so that they could fish and gather oysters
for food.”18 Having access to the sea for the means of survival proved to be one of the only ways
that white settler families of modest means could supplement what became a very meager diet.
Blockade running also emerged as a way for wealthy Floridians to receive the luxury
goods they desired and strike a blow against what they viewed as a tyrannical government.
Blockade runners hocked expensive coffee and other fineries, such as “ladies’ shoes, fans, hats,
and parasols,” especially in towns furnished with cotton profits, such as Tallahassee.19 Though
many blockade runners were foreign-born and operated out of the Bahamas, their show of
mobility and secrecy in opposition to the Union Navy elicited praise from Florida Confederates.
The Confederate army proved more than willing to offload cargo from blockade runners and the
local populace enthusiastically purchased their wares.20 Blockade-running represented a
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repudiation of federal attempts to limit Confederate Floridians’ access to goods and mobility.
The snubbing of the blockade also signaled the continued power and autonomy of white settlers
in Florida. Indeed, the blockade flew in the face of white control of resources and the survival of
settler economies; undermining the blockade was a show of settler strength and power.
As the war dragged on, however, and white Floridians’ economic situations grew dire,
purchasing from blockade runners became a disreputable activity that sowed seeds of conflict
among white settlers of different social classes. Poor and middle-class whites whose lives
became more economically precarious viewed elites who purchased from blockade runners as
unpatriotic and selfish. The price of basic food stuffs skyrocketed, including flour, sugar, coffee,
and salt. Florida women bore the brunt of food shortages as they struggled to feed their families.
The plight of non-elite women compelled sympathetic observers to lambast those who purchased
from smugglers, ultimately caused a reconfiguration of the role of consumption, signaling that
the settler colonial project was in peril. Critics began to assail the Confederacy and wealthy
Floridians for not doing more to ease the crisis. In a letter to his daughter, Reverend Edmund C.
Lee lamented, “I am ashamed for Manatee [County] that a woman all alone should be left to
suffer for provision.” His friend’s wife “can not get corn nor potatoes in any account.”21 A
vitriolic letter sent to the Floridian and Journal newspaper in April of 1863 likewise bemoaned
the scarcity of provisions for women and children. The anonymous writer placed the blame at the
feet of wealthy plantation mistresses who continued to grow cotton instead of corn and
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purchased smuggled luxury goods. “A rich widow is by no means helpless,” the writer stated,
and “they should set a noble example of self-denial, patriotism, and forethought.”22 The social
fault lines created by the blockade and smuggling highlight the power of women’s appeals in the
Confederacy. According to Stephanie McCurry’s discussion of food riots in the Confederate
South in 1863, women exerted tremendous pressure on local officials and state governments to
provide for families made destitute by the war.23 Though Florida did not experience widespread
food riots like those that took place in Atlanta, Richmond, and Mobile, desperate Florida women
took it upon themselves to find sustenance wherever they could. According to Tracy Revels,
settler women in Hernando County began stealing cattle to prevent starvation. The reminiscences
of Archer resident Mary Helvensten likewise detail the want for resources that became
commonplace throughout the state. Helvensten described a harrowing scene of a dozen women
who stormed Archer “in their wagons, bringing their axes with them in case they were refused
the key [to the commissary], which they were. Then they became desperate and chopped into the
doors and got out as many sacks of salt as would fill their wagons.”24 Access to goods thus
became more fraught for settler women in Florida during the war. Though white Floridians of all
backgrounds viewed their access to commodities as proof of their power as white settlers,
wartime exigencies made that access problematic. Luxury goods smuggled through the blockade
connoted selfishness on the part of elite Florida women, and poor to middling settlers tried to
even the score by demanding access to needed food stuffs. The class divisions between settler
women broadcasted the cracks showing in the Americanizing mission in Florida. Settler
colonialism supposedly offered prosperity to all. The disputes over smuggled goods and the
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increasing precarity of non-elite families demonstrated that the promises of settler colonialism in
Florida fell short.
The dire needs of settler women weighed heavily on conscripted Confederate soldiers,
ultimately leading to their desertion. The desertion of Confederate soldiers in Florida reflects a
number of themes further explored by McCurry in her work Confederate Reckoning. McCurry’s
analysis of desertion emphasized that “[d]eserter networks were familial in shape, and women
key parties to their operations.” In many cases, women represented the motivation for desertion
as well as the necessary labor that made desertion sustainable. Indeed, women “not only
provided all of the farm labor when the men were gone, but fed them when they came in, took
food and clothing out to them when they could not, nursed the wounded, and provided security
by alerting the men when troops approached and closely guarding, even under duress, all
information concerning their whereabouts and hideouts.”25 Desertion in Florida was also a
family affair, as men fled the Confederate army “when letters from home screamed of
deprivations.”26 The experience of desertion and avoiding conscription in Florida was, like in
most Confederate states, an extremely tense and nervous one. In Florida, however, the
importance of mobility and rootedness imbued desertion with various meanings regarding race,
power, and place, some of which sharply diverged from one another.
The Confederate Congress passed the Conscription Act in April of 1862, allowing the
army to conscript any able-bodied white men between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five. That
same year, however, the Confederate government made an exception for any male who owned
more than twenty slaves. The Conscription Act effectively made small-landowning and unpropertied men the bulk of the fighting force. In Florida, and throughout the Confederate states,
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many men turned their backs on the Confederate army. Desertion rates climbed throughout the
war, and Florida’s settler men proved no exception.27 According to Daniel Schafer,
approximately two-thousand Florida men deserted during the war, usually because of their
family’s suffering. Some men took on the derogatory label of “layouts,” men who dodged
conscription officers.
In the process of deserting or avoiding conscription, white men of the poorer classes in
Florida flipped the script on racially defined notions of rootedness, movement, and power in the
borderlands. In some ways, deserter men performed the quintessential prerogatives of whiteness
in the Florida borderlands. They chose where they would go at any time because they viewed it
as their given right as settler men. Settler colonialism likewise demanded a vigilance over white
women and their domestic space. Deserter men felt their power as white settlers at risk when
they did not look after their land and dependents. More importantly, however, many deserters
paradoxically endured forced movement in order to maintain their freedom and mobility. White
Floridians reserved forced movement for the nonwhite populations that threatened the settler
colonial project and perpetuated the borders between American and nonwhite land/resources.
White settlers now performed movement under duress as well, which challenged their racial
identities and sense of autonomy. In addition, deserters often fled into the most inhospitable
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environments in Florida when conscription officers came. George Carter, one such deserter, still
groused later in life that he had to “hide in the woods at night without fire, despite the
inclemency of the weather.”28 Some deserters fled to the Florida swamps, a notoriously arduous
location and the renowned hiding places of Seminoles and escaped slaves.29 White Americans,
however, considered these spaces “nearly impracticable for man” during the Seminole Wars.30
For whites to now rely on the same spaces upended notions of white space and power in the
Florida borderlands. Though these deserters tried to hold onto their identities as strong-willed
settlers, men like Carter held a great deal of animosity over being forced to hide in the woods.
Carter’s bitterness testifies to the importance of movement, rootedness, and racially defined
space in the borderland. These categories had a tremendous influence on notions of personal
autonomy and white supremacy.
The displacement of deserter families likewise signaled a literal and figurative uprooting
of white space and supremacy in Florida during the Civil War. The 1864 case of Lieutenant
Colonel Henry D. Capers is a perfect example of how the Confederate army, though tasked with
upholding settler colonialism, also viciously attacked the prerogative of modest settler families to
space and rootedness. In 1864, Capers’ exasperation over desertion reached fever pitch, and he
rounded up the families of alleged deserters. According to Revels, Capers led two men, sixteen
women, and many more children to Tallahassee as prisoners. The forced movement of these
families attacked the very foundations upon which Florida’s settler colonial society stood.
Settlers considered a family’s domestic space sacred. It signaled not only the civilizing nature of
settler colonialism but also marked the landscape as a representation of American control over
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nature and nonwhites. The removal of women and children from a homestead that lacked the
protection of a white man shocked the onlookers who viewed the desperate prisoners paraded
into Tallahassee. Local women provided food and other goods to the suffering prisoners, no
doubt out of pity and in a show of defiance toward Capers. Governor Milton realized the
outrageous consequences that Capers’ actions had on Florida’s settler colonial project. In a letter
to General James Patton Anderson, Milton swore that he was “not convinced that any benefit has
resulted from it.” Instead, Capers’ raid exposed the dependents of Florida’s poor-to-middling
white men to suffering and hardship. He urged Anderson to avoid the “destruction of dwellings
and other property necessary to the support and comfort of women and children.”31 Florida’s
Americanizing mission relied on white settlement; dismantling settlements and homesteads
worked directly in opposition to the overarching goals of whites in Florida. These issues over
conscription, desertion, and settler families demonstrated that the Confederacy, the perceived
savior of settler colonialism in the borderlands, may have actually weakened the very
foundations and privileges of that system for whites in the course of the war.
Coastal areas experienced the blockade up close, but they were also most vulnerable to
Union occupation and Unionist sentiment, leading to tremendous consequences for black and
white mobility in Florida. The federal army temporarily occupied or permanently held various
Florida cities, including Key West, Apalachicola, St. Augustine, Jacksonville, and Fernandina.
The susceptibility of coastal towns to occupation aroused Confederate suspicion of Unionist
Floridians. The control of Unionist movement preoccupied the minds of state and city leaders,
especially in the East Florida city of Jacksonville. Substantial Unionist sentiment pervaded East
Florida, as it was the region least tied to cotton plantation agriculture, though its residents still
practiced slavery. Many non-southerners called East Florida home as well. Northern born settlers
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could be counted among the residents of the area, especially in cities such as St. Augustine and
Jacksonville. According to historian Daniel L. Schafer, approximately forty-four percent of the
residents of Jacksonville hailed from non-slaveholding states or from foreign countries.32
Bringing potential Unionist populations under surveillance was of paramount importance to a
state teetering so close to the brink of its own civil unrest. In an 1862 letter to the Confederate
Secretary of War, Florida governor John Milton expressed alarm that “[t]here is not within my
knowledge a portion of the State free of skulking traitors, the majority of whom are of Northern
birth and claiming to be citizens of Florida.”33 One such northerner was Calvin L. Robinson, a
Vermont native who moved to Jacksonville in 1857 to establish a mercantile business. Robinson
thrived, but tensions with his neighbors grew during the secession crisis. Other residents began
keeping close watch on Robinson and other alleged Unionists. According to Robinson,
“[e]missaries were even sent to watch us and to interview us” to deduce their loyalties.34
Confederates harbored concerns over not only nonwhite movement but also the comings and
goings of fellow white Americans. Securing Confederate control over the borderland now
involved the policing of white mobility as well, another development that betrayed the shaky
ground upon which settler colonial promises lay.
Despite the espionage described by Robinson, he and his fellow Unionists exercised their
mobility in order to fortify their connections to one another and to their cause. Robinson and “a
certain few noble spirits” left town every Saturday during the winters of 1861 and 1862 “to
exchange views or to comfort each other or to discuss the news of the stirring events that were
going on at the front of the contending armies.” They hid their activities under the guise of
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hunting squirrels, but after the hunt was over “we would gather under some wide-spreading oak,
and, sitting or lying on the thick carpet of autumn leaves, would talk ‘Union talk’ freely ‘with no
one to molest or make us afraid.’” Robinson and his crew of Unionists often sought refuge in
“the neighboring hammocks” outside of Jacksonville. The use of hammocks for secrecy
harkened to the tactics of Seminole Indians and absconding black slaves. Hammocks provided
excellent cover for groups in Florida who needed to move in secrecy. Though it is unknown if
other groups of Florida Unionists used this tactic, Robinson’s account suggests that white
Unionists in Florida considered their movement and activities illicit. White mobility and access
to space in the borderlands had not previously been seen as illicit, unless it was used in a crime
against another white person. The conquest of Florida began as a means to strengthen white
security; secession and war made the goal ever more illusory.
Though Unionists like Robinson gratefully accepted federal occupation of coastal towns,
the approach of the Union army or navy terrified even elite Confederates, who often fled into the
interior rather than face perceived abuses at the hands of the federals. According to Robinson,
many Jacksonville residents “at once commenced leaving Jacksonville, hurrying their effects
towards Lake City and other points along the railroad” after they spotted Union gunboats in the
area in 1862.35 Palatka resident Mary Boyd stated in her memoirs that after the war began
“[m]ost of the residents moved away […] and a lonesome look pervaded the town.”36 Even white
Floridians of means experienced a forced mobility that threw their ideas of security and racial
supremacy into question. Far from being able to claim and settle space under the auspices of
their new government, the Civil War once more demonstrated that movement and settlement
remained a difficult prospect. The fight against the Union represented yet another conflict against
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powers who wished to upset white settlement and the ordained nature of white American power
in Florida, according to white Confederates. The movement of white families away from war
also harkened to the Second Seminole War of the 1830s and 1840s, during which white settlers
raced to forts or well-armed homesteads or plantations in order to avoid violence. As discussed
in Chapter 3, the temporary housing of settler women and children enhanced white male power
in society, but it also fundamentally weakened the promise of settler colonialism to fully resolve
the complexities of the borderlands. The movement of wealthy families in the Civil War
reinforced these fears and made the Confederate effort synonymous with the resettlement of
white families.
In many cases, elite women found themselves responsible for relocating an entire family
and all the possessions they could take. This forced movement of elite women and domestic
space upset the racial and gendered assumptions of settler colonialism. In 1864, for instance,
Colonel George Washington Scott wrote instructions to his wife Rebekah about how she was to
secure all of the family’s possessions, including clothes, cutlery, dishes, flour, sugar, syrup, and
“as many hams as you can well take.” He also cautioned her to not forget tools “for putting up
cabins” to build shelter when they reached a suitable “neighborhood with those you know.”37
The loss of homes weighed heavily on the hearts and minds of Florida’s elite white settler
women. Women’s domestic space in the borderland, as shown by historian Laurel Clark Shire,
enhanced the settler colonial project and the americanization of space.38 Running a household in
a frontier space also reinforced the idea of white women’s benighted status. If white American
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women could establish homes in unforgiving Indian territory like Florida, then it proved the
superiority of whiteness and American will. The loss of homes against an enemy, even a white
American enemy, threatened white women’s place in Florida, and thus settler colonialism itself.
In addition, the loss of homes threatened the personal identities and privileges of individual
women. Forced movement severed the ties between space and identity for many propertyowning women in Florida. One “Mrs. Williams,” possibly from St. Augustine, lived for a short
time with the Bailey family in Jefferson County in 1863, but according to her friend Anna
Dummett “she felt she would be more happy in a home of her own, no matter how humble.”
Williams’ personal contentment thrived on independence and home life even in the midst of war.
Despite her isolation Williams also kept busy by running a small school in the area. When
women fled into the interior, they had to recreate the social connections that comprised their
personal and collective identities. In an 1863 letter to Mary Martha Reid, Dummett confessed
that she wished she could give Reid “some cheering news about our Augustine folks, but they
are scattered all over the country.” The author of the letter felt “particularly blessed” that she
found a friend to stay with in the town of Monticello who provided hospitality and kindness.39
White women in Florida attempted to maintain the independence and privilege that cemented the
settler colonial project while simultaneously sustaining the social connections that also grounded
their lives.
The movement of white households into the interior had the consequence of also
disrupting the sense of racial order in the state. The movement of enslaved people allowed black
men and women to escape their bondage and return to Union occupied territory. It also, however,
undermined white settler power over property and black people, thus weakening the power of
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settler colonialism in the midst of war. White slaveowners frequently complained of the loss of
their chattel during their move away from the coast. Samuel Fairbanks and his enslaved men
John and Frank provide a prime example of the chaos that sometimes resulted from this forced
movement. Fairbanks, one of Jacksonville’s most successful residents, removed his household to
Clay County during the first occupation of Jacksonville in 1862. John and Frank, upon seeing
freedom in the form of Union boats, conspired to go back to the town. They stole a boat and
rowed back down river to Jacksonville. Though they were captured and jailed, “sympathetic
sailors” broke down the jail and smuggled the men aboard a gunboat. According to Daniel L.
Schafer, John eventually joined the 1st South Carolina Loyal Volunteers, the unit that became the
33rd United States Colored Troops (USCT).40 John and Frank took advantage of the disruptive
nature of the movement out of Jacksonville to earn freedom for themselves and, in John’s case,
to fight for the freedom of other enslaved black southerners. John’s example brought white fears
of black retribution to frightening reality. General Finegan did not take such slave movement
lightly. The flight of enslaved men and women to Union occupied areas “will suffice to corrupt
the entire slave population of East Florida,” according to Finegan. To Finegan and other
Confederates, black mobility threatened to upend Florida’s slave system and settler colonial
project altogether. He warned that “the entire negro population of East Florida will be lost and
the country ruined.”41 Finegan understood that Florida’s future rested upon a controlled nonwhite
population, especially one that remained in strictly defined spaces. Finegan surmised that black
Floridians worked together to free as many enslaved people as possible. In the spring of 1863 he
lamented that there existed “a communication network between negroes within Union lines in
east Florida and the slaves behind Confederate lines.” Black men and women carried messages
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to one another “through the swamps and under cover of the night.”42 Much like the pre-war days,
black Floridians used illicit movement to enhance their communal ties and individual autonomy.
Finegan surmised that free and unclaimed black Floridians caused the loss of enslaved men and
women to Union lines. In March of 1863 he tasked Confederate Captain John J. Dickison,
nicknamed “The Swamp Fox,” with moving “into the interior all free Negroes and any without
apparent owners.”43 Florida’s Confederates clearly feared the potential consequences of having
so many freely roaming black men and women in the state. They could induce other enslaved
blacks away or help the Union army, thus further disrupting the racial order sought by Florida’s
colonial settlers.
Individual slaveowners likewise bemoaned the loss of their enslaved workers, blaming
the Union for carrying them off. When the navy conducted raids along the Peace River in
southwest Florida in 1864, local residents grew indignant that enslaved men and women went
with them. One Tampa woman stated that when Union boats left the city they took “all the
negroes they could.”44 Another resident in the Choctawatchee River area in the panhandle of the
state emphatically charged that Union soldiers “did not ask the negroes if they wanted to go.”
According to this observer the soldiers simply “ordered them to hitch up the teams and make
ready to go.”45 White Floridians could not fathom that black men and women would willingly go
with the enemy, despite the fact that enslaved Floridians had time and again attempted to escape
their bondage prior to the war. Black movement comprised one of the most important
motivations for secession; yet white slaveowners grew incredulous when black men and women
exercised their mobility to flee to Union safety.
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During the early stages of the war, the Union also struggled with the issue of removing
enslaved men and women. By protecting the refugee status of enslaved people, however, Union
officers and soldiers undermined the racial strictures of black movement in Florida. Commanders
worried at first about stretching the army’s resources for black refugees in their midst. They also
groped for a legal justification for taking claim of black men, women, and children. Congress
passed The Confiscation Act in 1861 allowing Union commanders to take charge of any slave
property in the course of the war against the Confederacy. The act classified enslaved men and
women as contraband, that is, material used by the enemy to make war.46 As early as 1862,
however, advocates of enslaved people urged for their classification as refugees in order to
emphasize their vulnerable status, according to Amy Murrell Taylor. Indeed, refugee status
emphasized the flight of imperiled populations from political and social persecution. In addition,
refugees moved between nations in search of protection. The movement from slavery in the
Confederacy to the freedom bestowed by the Union certainly imbued enslaved people with this
status.47 As in other Confederate states, Florida slave refugees’ movement to and within Union
occupied territory remained a highly charged issue throughout the war. Florida’s legacy of
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nonwhite mobility, cooperation, and resistance, however, made refugee movement a terrifying
reminder of past horrors.
Union officers and soldiers routinely straddled the line of enforcing their orders
concerning “contraband” and offering slave refugees ample resources to resist the settler colonial
society they escaped. A group of Jacksonville slaveholders, for instance, banded together in
April of 1862 to plead with Union commanders to reclaim their chattel. They charged that Union
sailors were enticing away their slaves and resorting to coercion. These accusations led
Lieutenant Thomas H. Stevens to vehemently state that “no encouragement or inducement has
been offered on my part, or on the part of any officer or man under my command, to entice
slaves away. My orders are stringent upon this subject and I know of no violation of them.”48
Stevens repeatedly denied the request of the slaveowners to take their slaves back. Other sailors
likewise protected the refugee status of slaves. During the first evacuation of Jacksonville,
General Horatio Wright ordered refugee slaves to be left on the dock while the boats left. His
men instead smuggled fifty-two men and women aboard, though Wright eventually found the
group and left them to the control of Confederate soldiers.49 Some sailors and soldiers took it
upon themselves to establish communities of refugees in order to strike a blow at the very
foundations of the settler colonial project in Florida. According to Schafer, some captains of
Union gunboats outside of Jacksonville established a refugee community on Batten Island. This
community of freed slaves rankled the largest slaveowners in the area, including Samuel
Fairbanks. He “considered it a major threat to the continuation of slavery along the [St. Johns]
river” and predicted that corn harvest in the area would suffer due to the lack of laborers.50 S.W.
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Godon, commander of the Mohican, took a number of contrabands from Florida and resettled
them on St. Simons Island in Georgia. He “set them to work” planting corn, potatoes, and cotton.
Godon swore that “[a] thousand blacks could be usefully employed here and made selfsupporting. Such a colony, properly managed, would do much good.”51
To be sure, the example of a self-sustaining community of freedmen would accomplish
many goals for the Union war effort. It would entice more enslaved individuals to flee to Union
lines and it would showcase the work ethic of a maligned and degraded population. In addition,
the colony would serve as a direct antithesis to the white settler colony of Florida. Refugee
colonies challenged white goals in Florida. White Americans took control of Florida to prevent
self-sustaining communities of nonwhites and to prove white superiority through control of the
landscape and nonwhites. Successful freedmen communities, especially those created by
federals, negated the assumptions which grounded settler colonialism in Florida.
As the war dragged on, officers realized that refugees could easily convert into a
powerful soldiering force with both physical and symbolic consequences for Florida’s settler
colonial society. According to historian William H. Nulty, the Union recruited approximately
1,044 black soldiers from Florida.52 In addition to filling out various USCT units across the front
and swelling the Union’s numbers, composing a black fighting force would also act as a blow to
the goals of settler colonialism in Florida. Indeed, such images of armed and freely maneuvering
black men harkened back to the images of Spanish Florida which motivated the United States to
claim Florida. Marshalling a force of trained black soldiers who would attempt to occupy
territory within the state would throw Florida even further back into its borderland existence.
Union officers commented on the psychological and practical effects that black soldiers might
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have on the Confederate war effort in Florida. Lieutenant Colonel Oliver T. Beard stated that he
and his men “place a musket in [the] hand” of any contraband taken from a slaveowner as a
matter of course.53 In an April 4, 1863 letter to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, Brigadier
General Rufus Saxton charged that had Union forces not abandoned Jacksonville for the third
time “the entire State [could] be readily occupied by negro forces and restored to the Union.”54
Union officers also wanted to exploit the fears of Florida’s Confederates regarding black
soldiers. Samuel Palmer, for example, told his wife not to wish too earnestly for the family’s
slaves to be taken by “the yankees,” for he foresaw a day in which there would be no slaves left
in Florida, “at least not black ones,” if slaves were turned into soldiers.55 Palmer thus equated the
loss of black bondage and the power of martial black men with the rise of a racial order in which
whites became the underclass. Ellen Call Long used the frightening example of Haiti to describe
what she viewed as the inevitable result of Union victory and the end of slavery. She believed
that emancipation would bring about “frightful scenes of murder and torture that we have read as
romance” but that there might not be a “Toussaint L’Overture [sic] to arrest the dreadful
carnage.”56 The image of armed escaped slaves brought back the worst fears of racial disorder in
the chaotic borderlands, fears stoked since the nascent years of the United States. Union soldiers
and sailors latched onto such fears in order to hasten the end of war and attack Confederate
morale in Florida.
Union men may have used the settlement and arming of black men as a psychological
blow to settler colonial fears in Florida, but slave refugees performed other valuable services to
Union forces and Unionists. In doing so, these black Floridians upset a number of conventions
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concerning mobility and race in the Florida borderlands. Escaped slaves who fled to Union lines
augmented the fighting forces of the Union army and often made the difference in crucial
battles.57 Beyond their fighting skills they also provided information on the Florida landscape
and helped Union forces navigate the state. According to slavery historian Larry E. Rivers,
Union forces that landed at Pablo Creek outside Jacksonville relied upon an escaped slave named
Israel for guidance. The men found Israel “thoroughly acquainted with all of the country,”
knowledge that they sorely needed.58 Indeed, nonwhite peoples accumulated knowledge of their
natural surroundings as a matter of survival. As shown in the previous chapter, black men and
women used such information to abscond, find family, and enhance their personal autonomy. It
is not surprising that they would then provide such knowledge to white individuals that they
viewed as providing emancipation.
Some slave refugees also came to the aid of Unionist civilians trying to literally navigate
the waters of a contested warzone. Calvin Robinson and his family attempted to escape the city
of Jacksonville in 1862 as Confederates burned parts of the town before imminent Union
occupation. He desperately tried to row to a Union gunboat, the Isaac Smith, to inform them of
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the situation and to implore them to occupy the city. A “colored man from a neighboring
plantation” assisted him in rowing him to the boat where he met with the commanding officer.
Robinson exclaimed that “colored men were always nearby when the Unionists were in trouble!
God bless them!”59 Escaped slaves continued to use their mobility to undermine Confederate
control over not only nonwhites but also other white enemies such as the federal government and
Unionists. White movement not in the service of the Confederacy became even more illicit when
coupled with black movement. Indeed, the move toward secession and the Confederacy served
only one particular vision of racial settler colonialism, wherein whiteness signified control over
nonwhite movement and access to resources. White Unionist goals of black emancipation and
loyalty to the federal government, especially when coupled with black freedom, undermined the
main assumptions behind America’s possession of Florida. In addition, the cooperation between
Unionist and black mobility suggested an entirely different vision of how mobility and access to
resources could function in Florida. In order to attain security and prosperity, white and black
Floridians could work together to achieve their goals and create a thoroughly Americanized state
not tied to settler colonialism. White and black development could potentially erase the borders
between competing spaces of power in order to create a thriving landscape of opportunity. This
cooperation between loyal white Americans and black Floridians presaged some of the political
coalitions that came in the Reconstruction period but that would be put down by revengeful
former Confederates who wished to reestablish the settler colonial society.
Perhaps the most potent representation of white Floridians’ failing grasp on their settler
colonial vision involved the abuse of USCT and black southern volunteer troops during and after
the Battle of Olustee. By 1864 USCT units rose in organization and importance in the Union
Army. Various units saw action in Florida, including the Second and Eighth USCT regiments,
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the Fifty-Fourth and Fifty-Fifth Massachusetts regiments, the First North Carolina Volunteers,
and the First and Second South Carolina Volunteers. In early 1864 many of these units assisted
the Union assault on Florida that pushed inward from Jacksonville. In February of 1864,
Brigadier General Truman Seymour led various raids into the Florida interior under orders from
Major General Quincy A. Gillmore to secure resources, cut off Confederate supply routes
(especially for the export of beef), and “to obtain recruits for my colored regiments.”60 Gillmore
also desired to make a fourth and final occupation of Jacksonville from which loyal residents
could establish a government in opposition to the Confederacy. Seymour landed at a location
used during a previous occupation of Jacksonville. The men of Seymour’s detachments moved
swiftly through the interior, but met Confederate opposition at Olustee, a small hamlet near the
larger railroad town of Lake City.61
Seymour’s use of black troops in the Battle of Olustee elicited sharp responses from the
various Confederate commanders and their men, especially Brigadier General Joseph Finegan
and Captain John William Pearson who both led Florida troops into the battle. A considerable
number of Florida Confederate troops viewed the use of black troops as an affront to their settler
colonial project and the security that whiteness should have afforded in Florida. According to the
recollections of Lawrence Jackson, Florida-born Confederate Lieutenant Colonel Abner H.
McCormick rallied his men by appealing to their potential loss of security and power due to the
black troops who moved throughout their state. McCormick informed his men that Seymour’s
detachment “is made up largely of negroes from Georgia and South Carolina, who come here to
[…] run over the state and murder, kill, and rape our wives, daughters, and sweethearts.”
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McCormick related the black troops’ ability to run over the state with their supposed efforts to
violate Florida’s white women. Such connections are unsurprising in the context of Florida’s
white settler society. Women connoted settlement and the Americanizing impulse. Black
mobility likewise signified racial chaos and the threats of insurrection that plagued American
minds since the days of Spanish Florida. McCormick appealed to such images in order to justify
his last rallying cry, that he “shall not take any negro prisoners in this fight.”62 True to
McCormick’s words, Confederate soldiers slaughtered any wounded black soldiers that lay on
the battlefield after the Union army retreated back to Jacksonville. One of Captain William F.
Penniman’s subordinate officers in his 4th Georgia Cavalry regiment informed Penniman that
members of his regiment were “[s]hooting niggers” and could not be controlled. Penniman
likewise remarked that “[i]f a negro had a shot in the shin another was sure to be in the head.”63
The treatment of black troops at the 1864 Battle of Olustee testified to the intense
resentment of black freedom and movement in Florida. The stability of the settler colonial
project demanded the physical restriction of blackness, especially in a war over the potential
future of that project. The inclusion of Georgia troops likewise demonstrated the racial animus
behind the Confederate war effort generally. In addition, the links between Georgia and Florida’s
slave societies had grown over a period of decades. Indeed, the protection of Georgia from
nonwhite peoples motivated the annexation of Florida in the first place. Florida and Georgia
troops worked together to underscore the racialized goals of the Confederacy. Though
Confederate troops inflicted atrocities on black troops in various Civil War battles, the
overwhelmingly violent responses to the black units at Olustee should be viewed through the
particular lens of Florida as a settler colonial society and a borderland.
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Though Confederates repulsed Seymour and his men back to Jacksonville, his expedition
secured a fourth and final occupation of that city and the effective liberation of much of northeast
Florida from Confederate control. In Middle Florida, however, Confederates remained in control.
Indeed, the area most tied to plantation agriculture and strict racial slavery became the
centerpiece of Confederate Florida. As mentioned above, Confederate sympathizers in East
Florida often abandoned their homes to find sanctuary in Middle Florida. Middle Florida
witnessed only one skirmish in its vicinity, the Battle of Natural Bridge. The battle ended in a
Confederate victory, and the area would remain in Confederate control until the end of the war.
Emancipation in Florida, like other southern states, came piecemeal to different regions at
different times. Fundamentally, however, the movement of freed men and women drastically
altered the settler colonial society of Florida. The settler colonial vision for Florida rested on
white movement and nonwhite restriction. Formerly enslaved people began to exercise their
mobility in various ways, thus undermining the settler colonial project begun decades earlier.
Black movement in emancipation signaled the beginning of a disorienting yet promising postsettler colonial period for black Floridians. With an economic and social system no longer tied to
black bondage, settler colonialism as a cohesive system began to erode. The free exercise of
black movement marked a shift out of a racially restrictive system that white slaveowners put
into place decades prior.
Emancipation came at last to Middle Florida with the Confederate surrender in April of
1865, though other parts of the state, especially East Florida, had already experienced the
upheavals that went along with black freedom. In many rural areas, freedmen had to decide to
either work for wages on the farms where their owners enslaved them or move on in search of
better opportunities. For many, freedom represented a powerful draw. According to formerly
enslaved man Claude Wilson, none of the freedmen on Mary Ann Dexter’s plantation remained
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with their former mistress, preferring instead to “to see what Freedom was like.”64 The decision
to leave could be fraught with peril. Indeed, many freedmen had little to no property and no
immediate place to go. Despite such obstacles, many freedmen “were content to wander about
the country, living as they could,” according to freedman Acie Thomas.65 Escaping the abuse of
former masters led freed men and women to brave the unknown, much like the individuals at
Colonel Louis Matair’s plantation in Suwannee County. According to formerly enslaved man
Douglas Dorsey, none of the former slaves “accepted the offer of the colonel to remain, as they
were only too glad to leave the cruelties of the Matair plantation.”66 Some freedmen left Florida
altogether and migrated north. Douglas Parish heard from friends who settled in northern states,
where “white folks let you do as you please.”67 Freedmen remained all too eager to exercise their
mobility once freedom came. After having their movement restricted for so long, many black
Floridians preferred to meet with adversity than have their physical movement impeded. Such
activity suggests the overwhelming importance of movement to the enhancement of personal and
collective identities of black men and women. Movement allowed for personal autonomy as an
individual and a chance to develop an identity not based upon bondage. Movement with or to a
new community of freedmen also created strong social bonds between black people, uniting
them in both adversity and a joyful expression of freedom.
Movement either with or in-search of friends and family also fostered deeper communal
connections as well. Much as in other parts of the Confederate south, freedmen in Florida
searched for family and friends sold during slavery.68 The Freedmen’s Bureau, for instance,
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legalized marriages between freedpeople. The Bureau desperately wanted to strengthen the legal
and moral foundations of marriage. In 1865, General Rufus Saxton gave Freedmen’s Bureau
agents strict orders to perform marriages for as many freedpeople as possible. The next year, the
reestablished Florida legislature passed a marriage law mandating marriages for any freedpeople
who cohabitated. Hundreds of couples flooded into towns to abide by the law and make their
marriages legal. According to an 1866 Gainesville newspaper, agents married up to twenty
couples a day.69 Reconstituting families, especially under the direction of the law, signaled an
expression of freedpeople’s citizenship in Florida. Socially, freedmen and women desired to
project an image of respectability and morality. Politically, they wanted to abide by the laws of
the state in order to prove their worth as citizens. In some cases, this exercise of freedom could
only happen through the exercise of mobility as well. Freedmen’s Bureau agents often situated
themselves in towns. Freedpeople had to travel some distance to consult the agents and take
advantage of their resources. Some white Americans also used their own mobility to strengthen
the social ties of the freedmen. According to historian Joe M. Richardson, the Superintendent of
Schools for Freedmen, Rev. E.B. Duncan, actually traveled throughout the Waukeenah area to
perform marriages, sometimes “in the fields or roads.”70 Thus, movement could be a tool in
reinforcing important communal relationships, ones which intersected with citizenship.
Freedpeople also met in groups to enjoy their freedom and their ability to congregate as a
community, thus strengthening their ties to one another and their claims to space in the postsettler colonial period. Crowds of freed slaves celebrated emancipation together in the public
spaces of Florida towns. In Tallahassee, groups of “jubilant people going here and there”
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clustered in the streets to get a “glimpse of the Yankees, their liberators.”71 The freedpeople of
Marianna held a Fourth of July parade in 1866, despite fears by Freedmen’s Bureau agent
Charles M. Hamilton that the white residents of the town would “shoot anyone who dared carry
the banners and United States flag.”72 Indeed, the reclamation of public space by freedpeople
after the war reminded white Floridians of the blow to their settler colonial project. One
Marianna resident referred to Hamilton as “one of those pests that remind us daily of our
degradation,” and charged that the display boiled down to freedpeople “flaunting defiance in our
faces.”73 The fact that the white resident viewed movement and the occupation of public space as
defiance on the part of black Floridians clearly demonstrates the important links between these
expressions and white supremacy in Florida.
Some communal ventures also emerged in the emancipation period as a way to secure
freedom and occupy productive Florida land, thus signaling a radical upheaval of the settler
colonial system. Outside of Jacksonville, 34th USCT surgeon Daniel Dustin Hanson purchased
land and parceled it out to both black veterans and civilians. Hanson’s venture, named Hanson
Town, “encouraged the freedmen to join together to market their crops, to make bulk purchases
of seed, fertilizer, and tools, and to pool their earnings to purchase additional land.”74
Freedwoman Christine Mitchell joined a freedmen community on Amelia Island. The settlement
was “practically self-sustaining, its residents raising their own food, meats, and other
commodities.”75 These communal settlements allowed freed men and women to foster a common
identity rooted in settlement and a shared past of bondage. They also marked the Florida

71

Ibid., 57.
Daniel R. Weinfeld, The Jackson County War, The Jackson County War: Reconstruction and
Resistance in Post-Civil War Florida, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2012), 21.
73
Quoted in Weinfeld, The Jackson County War, 20-21.
74
Schafer, Thunder on the River, 275.
75
Williams, ed., No Man’s Yoke, 60.
72

299

landscape as a place in which nonwhites could reap the benefits of the land. Landownership held
important meaning for freedmen in the era of emancipation and Reconstruction. As some
scholars have argued, black landownership was the most urgent appeal of freedmen after the
Civil War, because it could establish economic independence and a stake in the body politic.76 In
a fundamental way, black movement and settlement in the post-war period created a vastly
different spatial vision of the Florida peninsula than the one espoused by whites. Black
Floridians could claim space and resources in ways that white Confederates considered anathema
to their settler colonial project.
Federal troops also assisted freedmen in claiming space in towns and cities during and
after the war. Black men, women, and children flooded into cities and towns such as
Jacksonville, Tallahassee, Gainesville, Tampa, and Pensacola, augmenting the black populations
that already called those places home. Once in these towns, black men and women attempted to
claim domestic and public space as a way to exercise their freedom. Freed families scrambled to
find accommodations for their loved ones, often resorting to less than ideal surroundings. One
man in Jacksonville petitioned to remain in a stable while his wife recuperated from an illness
after arriving from the interior. The provost marshal for the city did not find a suitable
replacement for their temporary housing, so he permitted them to stay. The family, however,
promised to make their residence suitable. The unnamed freedman promised to “have … [the
stable] neatly cleaned and whitewashed.”77 Indeed, making the space up to respectable standards
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may have been a way to signal their fitness for freedom. Claiming space in cities and towns,
however, proved difficult, especially when the federal army had to relinquish confiscated
property that housed freedmen. In 1864, for instance, the Union army confiscated the property of
prominent Confederate woman Margaret Broward. Broward allegedly helped Confederate men
load torpedoes into the St. Johns River to target Union boats. Though Broward received her
property back after the war, the Freedmen’s Bureau cautioned that they might reclaim it at any
time to house freedmen, though that did not come to pass.78 Housing problems continued to
plague Jacksonville for months following the war.
Though freedmen found domestic space difficult to come by in towns and cities, they
claimed various public spaces for themselves for a number of purposes that elucidated their
freedom and claims to space in the post-settler colonial Florida. Schools for freedmen began
cropping up in various Florida towns, signaling a commitment to freedom for formerly enslaved
black Floridians. Missionary societies and benevolent individuals from the north often started
freedmen’s schools, reflecting a pattern seen in other former Confederate areas during and after
the war.79 Jacksonville’s experiment with black education began in 1864 during the city’s final
occupation. Dr. Esther Hawks of New England opened an interracial school in February of that
year. Mrs. H.B. Greely likewise taught a school catering to both white and black residents of
Jacksonville.80 Schools for formerly enslaved people also emerged in Middle Florida, the region
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with highest concentration of black residents. In Marianna, the seat of Jackson county, black
children enthusiastically attended the Freedmen’s Bureau school. According to one report, the
students were “anxious and eager pupils.”81 The proliferation of public schools for black
Floridians meant the appropriation of space for an institution devoted not to white settler
colonialism but rather to black progress. Freedmen also appropriated religious sites for various
reasons. Freedmen attempted to use churches as schools when congregations did not use them
for services, but many white congregations refused to share their space for black education.82
Freedmen also used abandoned churches for their own religious services. Black men and women
resented having their religious instruction filtered through white discourse about obedience.
Once emancipated, black Floridians established their own religious institutions that offered a
view of Christianity focused on liberation and redemption. Abandoned churches in occupied
towns sometimes became the earliest sites of black congregations. In Jacksonville, freed slaves
claimed “one of the large white churches of the day” for their own worship, according to
freedman Claude Wilson.83 Black worshipers also began erecting their own spaces, especially the
African Methodist Episcopal church, which built a large following and political power in
Florida. Congregations sometimes met in brush arbors when space proved unavailable or when
white congregations refused to share space. Church buildings, however, rapidly sprang up
through the labor of black congregants. In Monticello, for example, Minister Robert Meacham’s
congregation established a church as early as 1866.84 The various institutions created by
freedmen during emancipation in the cities and towns of Florida marked the landscape as not just
for white consumption, continuing patterns of nonwhite resistance stretching back decades.
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Black Floridians claimed space and movement in order to reinforce their freedom, thus chiseling
away at the settler colonial use of the landscape by white Floridians.
The experience of the Civil War in Florida fundamentally revolved around the racial
boundaries that dictated space, resources, and power. Florida Confederates attempted to use their
war for settler colonialism to control black demands on space and freedom in an attempt to fully
Americanize the landscape, but Confederates of various backgrounds found their grasp on white
supremacy and settler colonialism precarious. Black Floridians responded in myriad ways, from
the mundane movements of their daily lives to the extraordinary exercise of military power. In
the main theater of war in Florida, the racial boundaries of mobility and settlement imbued the
conflict with settler colonial themes and goals. Competition over native Floridians’ power and
movement on the periphery, however, also illuminates the Civil War’s settler colonial contours
in the borderlands.
Native Floridians, the Union, and the Confederacy:
Negotiating Sovereignty in Civil War Florida
The Civil War sowed chaos and animosity in East and Middle Florida, fostering the
migration of white and black Floridians. On the periphery of the war, however, the Seminole and
Mikasuki Indians tried to recover from the hardships of two hard-fought wars. The Second
Seminole War forced the movement of Seminole Indians deep into the Everglades of South
Florida. War again broke out between these native groups and the Federal government in 1855
and lasting until 1858. Native Floridians, wary of any interaction with white settlers, the state
government, or the Federal government, clung to the isolation of the Everglades and attempted to
conserve their resources and populations. But the Civil War once more thrust the Seminoles and
Mikasukis into the crossfire of white politics. The Confederate and Union armies, desperate to
placate the native groups, promised resources and influence to the tribe in an attempt to avoid
hostilities from 1861 to 1865. Historic fears over black and Indian cooperation could not have
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been far from the minds of Confederate officials especially. Already beset with the flight of
enslaved people in East and Middle Florida, Confederates wanted to avoid yet another alliance
between black and native peoples. In negotiating with the Seminoles and Mikasukis, the Union
and Confederacy augmented native authority in the borderlands once more. The Seminoles and
Mikasukis leveraged their neutrality in the Civil War in order to gain resources and exercise their
power as a sovereign entity in Florida. Despite Confederate promises of a mutually beneficial
alliance, white Confederates had no intention of allowing native Floridians to benefit from the
resources of the state. Indeed, the Seminoles and Mikasukis understood that removal was the
ultimate goal of white Floridians, regardless of wartime assurances. White competition over a
Seminole alliance, fears of Indian hostilities, and the Seminoles’ adept use of play-off style
politics, highlighted the continued borderland nature of nineteenth-century Florida and
illuminated the settler-colonial goals of the Confederate war effort.
The Seminole and Mikasuki Indians rarely appear in Civil War histories of Florida. To be
sure, the Seminole Indians of Oklahoma appear in narratives of the Trans-Mississippi West, but
little research was done of the Florida Seminole experience of the war until the early 1990s.85
Even historian James W. Covington’s expansive history The Seminoles of Florida dealt only
fleetingly with Seminoles in Florida’s Civil War experience. Robert A. Taylor’s article
“Unforgotten Threat: Florida Seminoles in the Civil War” expanded the story of the major
interactions between the Confederate and Union armies and the Seminoles of Florida.86 Though
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Taylor’s work is among the best descriptions of the two belligerents’ Seminole-policy, Taylor’s
article does not fully analyze these interactions into the racial context of the Civil War or the
history of black and native interaction in Florida. White fears of combined black and native
hostilities drove policies in Florida for decades. The establishment of a settler colonial society in
the state hinged upon the tri-racial nature of the Florida borderlands. Confederate and Union
interactions with native peoples should also be placed side-by-side with the racial politics of
slavery, emancipation, and the Civil War. This section aims to bridge this gap in the analysis of
native Floridians and the war.
Admittedly, Confederate and Union interaction with the Seminole and Mikasuki tribes
was sporadic, as various factors made meetings and talks difficult to plan and execute. Native
Floridians would use these obstacles to reinforce their autonomy. First, the isolated nature of
native camps in the Everglades contributed to the infrequent interactions between white officials
and native groups. As discussed in chapter 4, Seminole life in the Everglades was typified by
widely dispersed clan camps that tended to remain small and based around a few family units.
Locating and gathering leaders for talks with officials was a laborious task. The terrain of the
area also made meetings arduous. Lastly, the language barrier could cause confusion,
misunderstanding, and dissemblance. Though American officials viewed these as impediments,
Seminoles and Mikasukis relied on these factors to reassert their independence and power. They
usually only interacted with white settlers and traders when and where they desired. They kept to
their camps and known trade networks to insulate themselves from white interference, even
when scarcity of resources made their lives difficult. Ultimately, the interaction between various
white entities and the native groups demonstrated the power that Seminoles and Mikasukis still
had in the Florida borderlands.
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Confederate efforts to placate the Seminole Indians began in January of 1861 due to fears
of a secondary war with the Seminoles in the midst of an impending for a conflict with the
Union. Theodore Bissell, Chairman of the Committee on Indian Affairs in the Florida legislature,
stated that although he estimated the native population of the state “from one to two hundred
men” occupying “a section of country the most worthless for cultivation and the most
inaccessible,” it would be “good policy” to ensure that “these Indians should be kept quiet and
undisturbed as long as possible.” Bissell and his committee tasked the governor with appointing
a representative to confer with the Seminoles and Mikasukis “to arrange with them the terms and
boundaries of a reservation.”87 Governor Milton appointed John (or Joab) Griffin in March of
1862 to offer the resources and friendship of the state’s new Confederate government.
Milton and other Florida officials recognized the urgency of securing the state from
further Indian wars and the impact of native autonomy in the state in the midst of the settler
colonial war with the Union. Indeed, Florida’s secession impulse remained rooted in ideas about
white supremacy over black and native autonomy. Ascertaining the status of Indian hostilities
emerged as an early concern of the state’s Confederate government. Milton himself assured
white Confederates that the state’s government and military forces would keep Florida safe from
the equally serious threats of “Indians” and “abolitionists.”88 The twin threats of native
Floridians and abolitionists also underscored the continuing importance of black and native
cooperative resistance in the minds of white Floridians. They still feared that black and native
Floridians would work together to undermine settler colonialism. The enduring power of
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nonwhite autonomy in opposition to white goals in Florida demonstrates that Confederates
viewed their war for secession as a war to resolve the nonwhite spaces of power that still
proliferated in the state.
Despite Florida Confederates’ early fears of potential Seminole hostilities, officials took a
conciliatory approach, suggesting a recognition of native authority and power in the region.
Florida’s Confederate politicians did not wish to fan the flames of hostility between white
settlers and Seminoles. In fact, the Confederate government praised the peace that seemingly
reigned in the southern region of Florida after the Third Seminole War. Bissell remarked on the
healthy trade occurring between Seminoles, Mikasukis, and the settlements of Miami and Fort
Myers.89 White cattle ranchers in the area reported that the Seminoles wanted to avoid war but
were in desperate need of supplies.90 Milton authorized John Griffin to promise the Seminoles
that legal restrictions on native trade, except for the limitations on alcohol and firearms, would
be lifted.91 The state’s Committee on Indian Affairs pushed for the legal recognition for the
Indian trade in November of 1862, with new chairman Cyprian Jenkins linking the expansion of
trade to Florida’s overall war effort. Legitimizing white trade with the Seminoles would alleviate
the threat of “raids upon our unprotected frontier,” which would only “add to the horrors of the
present war.” The Seminoles could acquire the resources they needed, including farming
equipment, ammunition, cloth, and other materials, “either from the state of Florida or from the
abolitionists.” 92 Trade remained an integral part of Confederate negotiations with the Seminoles
throughout the war. John McKay, the state’s Indian agent, oversaw the shipment of supplies to
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the Seminoles. McKay used the commitment of resources as a show of good faith to the
Seminoles and Mikasukis, and urged them to see the Confederate government as a benevolent
and friendly partner. The emphasis on trade shows the importance of resources and movement to
white and native interactions in the borderlands. The allocation and transportation of resources to
Seminole and Mikasuki camps suggests that white Confederate officials recognized the
continuing power of native Floridians to affect the future of settlement. Indeed, moving materials
over the terrain of South Florida involved potentially serious complications. The fact that
Confederates nurtured trade and the sharing of resources with native groups proves that native
Floridians could still make powerful claims to the resources and land of the state.
McKay’s trade efforts also allowed him to broach the subject of Seminole warriors
joining the Confederate army. Most Confederates, however, balked at the prospect. McKay and
other Confederate officials floated the prospect of Seminole enlistment in the Confederate army
on numerous occasions. Governor Milton reported to Confederate Secretary of War George W.
Randolph that some Seminoles offered to fight for the Confederate army, based on the reports of
rancher and trader Jacob Summerlin. Confederate Major Pleasant W. White also favored the use
of Seminole fighters to defend against Union incursion in South Florida. As historian Robert
Taylor convincingly argues, however, these efforts to recruit Seminole warriors for the
Confederacy were halfhearted at best. The Seminole and Mikasuki bands had few men of
fighting age in the wake of two devastating wars. Even if Confederate officials “overestimated
the military potential of the Florida Seminoles,” Taylor also posits that the Seminoles and
Confederates had little reason to engage in a true military alliance and share military resources.93
The history of white Floridians’ treatment of Seminole Indians, especially the brutality of the
Florida militia during the Third Seminole War, made true Seminole trust in the Confederate
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cause highly dubious. Though some leaders pledged support, Seminole people had precious little
regard for the promises of whites to treat with them fairly. In addition, Seminole and Mikasuki
leaders likely possessed a keen awareness that Confederate goals for Florida no doubt included
yet more restrictions on native movement and resources. Indeed, the initial push by the
legislature in January of 1861 to inquire of Seminole neutrality mentioned the possibility of yet
another reservation treaty. The Seminoles and Mikasukis recognized that the settler colonial
goals of the Confederate war effort in Florida held no possibility for continued Seminole
sovereignty in the state. Talk of military alliances were veils through which both Confederate
and native leaders negotiated in order to extract concessions, nothing more. As Taylor succinctly
states, offers of Seminole military participation “may have been intended to calm fears among
the Indians and stave off any state plans for a punitive expedition into the Everglades.”94
Though officials tried to appease the Seminoles through trade and offers of military
alliance, ordinary white Floridians fell back on their fears of native violence. Reports proliferated
that the Seminoles and Mikasukis were ready to start another war, this time with the assistance of
the Union army. The editor of the Mobile Register and Advertiser told his readers in fall of 1862
that new reports of depredations against settler families meant that soldiers were needed to “take
these Indians out of Florida, sparing none to tell the tale.”95 Though officials took a measured
tack, decades-old fears of nonwhite hostility and native power emerged once more. Tensions
remained high between Seminole bands and cattle ranchers. The destitute nature of the
Seminoles sometimes forced them to poach white-owned cattle, leading to intense competition
over resources in the isolated wilderness of South Florida. The growing deserter camps of that
area also brought the Seminoles into close contact with white settlers.96 The ever-present
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possibility of warfare on the borders between white and native land in South Florida suggest that
despite Confederate officials’ grandstanding, regular whites ultimately desired a future devoid of
native power over land and resources. Prominent Confederates especially balked at the prospect
of Seminole warriors fighting for the Confederacy. The state house of representatives, for
instance, rejected a version of the Indian trade bill that authorized Seminole enlistment in the
Confederate army. The perpetuation of white distrust of native Floridians during the concurrent
war against the Union suggests that white Floridians did not see these issues as unrelated.
Indeed, the Union figured prominently in these settler rumors as the prime co-conspirator with
warring Seminoles and Mikasukis. The mounting use of black soldiers in the Union army no
doubt also informed these fears. Allied native and Union action stoked the historic fear of black
and native violence against white settlers. Finally, the debates over Seminole enlistment mirrored
other debates within the Confederacy regarding the arming of slaves for the Confederate cause.
When Confederate president Jefferson Davis presented slave impressment as a viable path to
victory in the most desperate hours of 1864 and 1865, Confederate representatives recoiled.
According to the policy’s numerous critics, arming slaves was directly antithetical to the political
and social foundations of the Confederacy.97 The Florida debates over Seminole enlistment in the
Confederacy stoked similar anxieties. Overall, the majority of white Floridians saw the
negotiations with the Seminoles for what they were: stop-gap measures to secure the Confederate
state and further settler colonial goals. They instead viewed native Floridians as equal enemies
with the Union and those who would undermine the slave system inherent to settler colonialism
in the state.
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In the midst of Confederates attempts to woo the Seminoles and Mikasukis, the Union
tried forming their own alliances with native groups in South Florida, thus giving native
Floridians significant leverage. The Union blockade of the Florida coastline, harbors, and inlets
brought them into contact with Seminoles who intended to trade, especially at forts and arsenals.
Federal occupation of these fortifications and the army’s regulation of trade in the region meant
that Seminoles could interact with Union forces when they desired. The Seminoles maintained
close trade relationships with the Union army and their sympathizers. The United States’
occupation of Key West for the duration of the Civil War meant that Union-affiliated traders and
merchants had easy access to Seminole bands in South Florida, a fact that rankled Confederate
officials in Florida trying to prevent a Seminole-Union alliance.98 Union sympathizers hiding in
the remote wilds of South Florida also traded with Seminoles, providing them with needed
ammunition for hunting. The Union also recognized that providing resources to the Seminoles
and Mikasukis gave them the upper hand in an isolated region with difficult terrain. To be sure,
the United States army had plenty of reason to develop favorable relationships with native
groups who repeatedly demonstrated their command of the landscape. The Union could
potentially profit from trade and information provided by the Seminoles and Mikasukis. Much
like native interaction with Confederates, native Floridians’ relationships with the Union army
demonstrated the vast reach of Seminole power in mid-nineteenth century Florida.
The Union’s relationship with the Seminoles and Mikasukis was complex, but there is
reason to believe that this relationship was more successful than that of the Confederates’ due to
the racial policies of the Federal army. The United States army existed as a perennial enemy of
native Floridians over the course of the Seminole Wars. Seminole Indians inherently distrusted
the Federal Government due to its policy of removal. Indeed, prior to secession the United States
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invested millions of dollars and various pieces of legislation to enhance the settler colonial
project in Florida that ultimately desired to displace native Floridians. The racial politics of the
Union’s goals in the Civil War, however, seemingly impressed some Florida Indians. When a
band of Mikasuki Indians visited the garrison at Fort Myers in 1864, they were reportedly
impressed by the sight of black soldiers.99 The Union’s drive for emancipation aligned with the
role of black people in Seminole history and society. Indeed, according to Mikäela Adams’
research, a small number of peoples of African descent still lived within Seminole society during
and after the Civil War. Though the Seminoles had owned slaves and believed in racial
hierarchy, African peoples existed as important (though unequal) members of Seminole labor
systems, society, and culture, as explored in Chapters 1 and 3. The possibility of intermarriage
also meant that some Seminoles were biracial in ancestry, though the tribe regulated this practice
in order to maintain a distinct Indian identity.100 The exigencies of survival after the Second and
Third Seminole Wars allowed black Floridians and Black Seminoles to take on different roles in
Seminole society. Rather than living in separate but allied maroon communities, the black men
and women who remained with the tribe after 1858 lived closely with the Seminole bands who
claimed them either as slaves or kin. It is possible that Union emphasis on emancipation and the
incorporation of black soldiers into units mirrored Seminole ideas about the role black people
could play in society, leading the Seminoles and Mikasuki bands to view the Union army as
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friendlier to native society than originally supposed. Yet again, the legacies of black and native
interaction in Florida affected the events of the Civil War in Florida.
For their part, the Seminoles used the contest between the Confederacy and Union to
enhance their own autonomy and sovereignty in the region. They played one side off the other,
dispensing information alternately to both sides in order to gain whatever concessions they
could. This exercise of playoff politics was especially important to the survival of Seminole and
Mikasuki bands. Groups bereft of resources maintained cordial yet guarded relationships with
both forces in order to extract needed materials. Seminole bands no doubt engaged in selective
information sharing with either the Union or Confederate armies. In one instance, James McKay
received word from one Seminole leader that his band avoided federal troops at all costs. Even
one of McKay’s associates, however, doubted the veracity of this statement. He found himself
surprised that “the Indians had not paid a visit to Fort Myers” in order to get desperately needed
supplies.101 As mentioned earlier, the Mikasukis who visited Fort Myers stated that they felt
deceived by the Confederates and wanted to develop a stronger relationship with the Union army
posted there. These instances of selective friendship with the Union and Confederacy not only
promised resources. Building relationships with either side concurrently enhanced the
sovereignty of native groups in Florida. The Seminoles and Mikasukis relished the influence that
they held in the balance of power in South Florida. The Union and Confederacy negotiated with
these groups as though they were prominent powers in the region. These interactions thus
enhanced the idea of native sovereignty in Florida, thus perpetuating the maintenance of native
power in the Florida borderlands.
Though native and American negotiation occurred on the periphery of most battles over
emancipation in Florida, the Union and Confederacy’s interactions with Seminole and Mikasuki
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bands held important consequences to settler colonialism in the state. The ability of native
Floridians to act as a buffer sustained a fragile balance of power in South Florida, helping to
ensure that the Federal government was able to maintain a strong presence in the area. The
ability of native groups to impact military policy also demonstrated native Floridians’ continued
power over the future of the state. Seminoles and Mikasukis maintained native sovereignty and
ways of life through yet another military conflict. Their survival through the Civil War and their
show of strength once more weakened the reach of settler colonialism in Florida.
Conclusion
The Civil War in Florida ultimately revolved around debates over race, movement, and
power. The war did not fully resolve many of these debates, but instead created a vacuum in
which the assumptions attendant to these issues could be reformulated. Confederates envisioned
the conflict as the deciding war in their settler colonial dreams for the state. Emancipation,
forced white movement, and Confederate defeat eroded the foundations upon which white
Floridians built their settler colonial society. The post-war decades in Florida constituted a postsettler colonial period, as the economic, political, and social bedrock of the state shifted to
accommodate the visions of Unionists, Republicans, black Floridians, and native groups.
The actions of most Unionists in the post-war period demonstrate that they were willing
to reform Florida’s settler colonial society into one built on free labor, extensive trade, and the
rise of a tourist economy. Black Floridians used their movement in the Civil War to once more
claim space and resources, thus undermining settler colonialism. They took advantage of their
newfound freedom to move around the state in search of family, labor, and self-sufficiency.
White Confederates considered this a retreat to the pre-cession days of racial chaos, having to
compete with black power and black space. In Reconstruction, however, black Floridians would
attempt to show how their impact on the landscape did not have to compete with that of whites.
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Rather, they would try to build a biracial Republican government that offered more political and
economic power to both white and black Floridians. They would also try to carve out a space for
native Floridians in the political future they charted.
Seminole and Mikasuki people used the Civil War to once more highlight their
continuing influence in the state. By negotiating with the Union and the Confederacy, native
Floridians leveraged their autonomy and sovereignty to gain resources and other concessions. In
the aftermath of the war, the Seminoles once more retreated from any unnecessary interaction
with whites, even after Republicans offered them a seat at the table. Instead, native Floridians
rebuilt their populations and communities in the aftermath of decades of warfare.
Union victory in the Civil War marked the last gasp of Florida’s settler colonial project.
To many white Floridians, the borderlands persisted, given the influence of native peoples and
black Floridians on Florida’s landscape and political future. Former Confederates would attempt
to roll back the promise of emancipation in an effort to secure the state once more for their settler
colonial goal. Reconstruction, however, would move Florida past settler colonialism and put
forth a vision tied to nonwhite political participation, free labor, and a growing tourist economy
founded on the power of transitory white movement. Despite this era of promise for racial parity
in Florida, the period of the Civil War and the immediate post-war years represented merely a
hitch in the imposing of white supremacy in the Florida borderlands.
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CONCLUSION
“A Bright Future to Dawn upon This Land of Flowers”
White Confederates eager to maintain white supremacy had viewed their war effort in
Florida as yet another settler colonial war against black and native resistance to white control.
However, the emancipation of enslaved people, the affirmation of Seminole power, and the
demise of the Confederacy dealt a major blow to Florida’s settler colonial society. Confederate
defeat in this settler colonial war spelled the ultimate doom of that system as a means of
controlling nonwhite Floridians. Indeed, settler colonialism in service of American expansion in
the South necessitated both the removal of native peoples and the enslavement of African
Americans. The piecemeal spread of emancipation during the war and the widespread loss of the
slave system in the aftermath of the war meant that a central plank of settler colonialism was
eradicated. In addition, Confederate and American recognition of native power on the margins of
the war similarly negated the fundamental assumptions about native belonging in the South.
The demise of settler colonialism, however, did not mean the end of white supremacy.
Many white Floridians, especially those formerly tied to the slave system, chaffed at the
newfound freedom of African Americans in post-Civil War Florida. They tried to diminish black
claims on the landscape and resources, and sought once more to restrict black movement,
sometimes with the cooperation of Union officials. One of the primary methods white
landowners used to undermine black mobility in Florida involved keeping black laborers on
farms and plantations. White landowners and federal officials worried about the movement of
black families away from plantations throughout Florida, but especially in the cotton belt of
Middle Florida. General Israel Vogdes imposed a policy in the spring of 1865 that forced
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unemployed freedpeople to work on plantations. Colonel Thomas Osborne continued the practice
when he established the state’s Freedmen’s Bureau in September of 1865.1 Even white
northerners grew concerned over the perceived threat of “vagrant” freedpeople. One report
published in the New York Times stated that the “negroes of Florida appear to have fallen into the
too convenient mistake of a people suddenly released from bondage [believing] that the end of
slavery meant the end of labor.”2 In Jacksonville, the provost marshal for the city discontinued
the food relief program that benefitted both white and black residents. He issued the decision in
order to “induce such persons [freedpeople] to work, and if they have nothing to do, find
something for them among the citizens requiring labor upon the farms in the surrounding
country. The sooner colored persons can understand that they are to work for a living the better it
will be.”3 The Union discourse concerning vagrancy in Florida obviously betrayed the white
supremacist beliefs of the men tasked with securing freedom for the formerly enslaved. Such
discussion, however, also gave weight to the idea among white landowners that they had a right
to the labor of black men and women, a lasting legacy of the settler colonial system.
Furthermore, such policies once more tied black Floridians to the land of whites and limited their
movement, though this time at least with at least a begrudging understanding of black freedom
and choice. Some freedpeople willingly remained with their former masters in order to receive
compensation for their labor. Such willingness to remain may have signified agency and an
expression of choice, but one that usually came under duress. Few opportunities for labor existed
immediately after the war, so many freedpeople, caving to economic pressure, stayed on
plantations. Some formerly enslaved individuals remembered their parents’ decisions to stay on
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plantations, often citing either the conduct of the master/mistress or the fear of the unknown.
Acie Thomas’ account referred to freedpeople that stayed as “more sober-minded.”4
Though some freedpeople willingly stayed on the farms or plantations where they had
been enslaved, others were exploited or forced to remain through violent means. White
landowners attempted to re-impose the control of the former settler colonial system. Differing
accounts of the treatment of freedpeople began to flood various newspapers and military reports.
Though one Florida Union article stated that planters “made satisfactory arrangements with their
negroes to remain on their plantations and cultivate the crops,” a USCT officer claimed that
planters refused to “have a free negro about them, and unless the colored people will consent to
remain in abject servitude, as before, they are driven off.”5 Black dissatisfaction with the wages
that landowners paid led many whites to consider the freedpeople “self-important,”
undependable, and even dangerous.6 The mayor of Lake City, Thomas M. Mickler, alleged that
freedpeople were demanding land and “threatening violence to their former owners.”7 Some
labor contracts proved so exploitative they almost reverted the freedpeople to a state of bondage.
In a contract made between Thomas A. Godwin and freedwoman Lottie Calloway, Godwin
exercised the right to control Lottie’s behavior, family, and domestic life. Godwin expected
Calloway to perform her tasks with a “cheerful and willing performance,” and to be “pleasant to
the employer or his agents.” Calloway and her children also had to “keep their houses in good
order subject to the inspection of the employer or his agent at any time.” The most restrictive
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clause concerned Calloway and her children’s mobility. Godwin prohibited them from “leaving
the premises without permission.” Infractions resulted in fines as high as one dollar, a large
amount to be deducted from Calloway’s yearly balance.8 Godwin clearly intended to regain
control of the freedpeople on his farm. Retaining oversight of their behavior and domestic space
reinforced his power as a landowning white Floridian.
White residents of various backgrounds also undermined black freedom by lobbing
accusations of black theft and violence, therefore denigrating black access to resources in the
midst of the collapse of the settler colonial system. These claims often came as a result of black
movement into white spaces or frustration on the part of landowners regarding black
assertiveness. Eliza Bailey frequently commented on the supposed haughtiness of the
freedpeople who worked on her husband William Bailey’s plantation. In letters to her son Burton
Bellamy, Bailey claimed that the freedpeople were “unprincipled” and “swallowed up in their
own importance.” It proved easy for William Bailey to turn out a family of laborers when he
alleged they killed a hog without permission.9 White ridicule of black Floridians’ access to food
and clothing continued throughout the Reconstruction period. New York native Abraham Paul
Leech wrote a story in 1874 for his son, John, about a “negro” who came into Palatka “for his
stealth,” a play on the word “health,” signaling his knowledge of health tourism in Florida. He
then detailed how “Sambo” took various “remedies” for his “illness,” including an overcoat and
food. Leech also included a sketch of the scene for his son. Allegations of theft committed by
black Floridians undermined the very real economic precarity of freedpeople after the war. It
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also led to widespread suspicion that traveling African Americans only came to towns to swindle
and steal, making their movement inherently illicit.
White legislators attempted to restrict black movement once more through Black Codes
passed in 1866. President Andrew Johnson’s Restoration Plan allowed ex-Confederates and
former slaveowners to control Florida’s General Assembly. They used their power to restrict
black movement and autonomy, signaling the last gasps of settler colonialism in Florida. Like
many other southern states with reconstituted state governments, Florida issued exploitative and
oppressive laws referred to as Black Codes. The Florida Black Codes specifically targeted the
movement of African Americans in order to re-establish settler colonialism. Florida’s Black
Codes were unique, however, in that the state remained a sparsely populated area peopled by
native populations. The reach of state and federal power remained fraught. For these reasons, the
Black Codes in Florida were part and parcel not only of erecting white supremacy but also
reformulating the racial system that existed under settler colonialism. The infamous vagrancy
laws of the state enforced corporal punishment for freedpeople and maintained a cheap source of
black labor. Importantly, however, vagrancy laws also restricted the movement of African
Americans, forcing them to hide from military and civil officials. Indeed, as the Tallahassee
Floridian noted, the law was “a good way to discourage Negroes from coming into the towns.”10
The General Assembly also used a crop lien law to keep black workers on plantations and farms.
If tenants could not pay their rent, a lien would be placed on their crops for the next year, forcing
them to stay on the land.11 Finally, though the assembly repealed a number of antebellum laws
targeting slaves and free blacks, the assembly kept the law prohibiting the in-migration of
African Americans to the state. White politicians sent a message to black Floridians that they
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should not think that “because you are as free as the white people, that you are their equal,
because you are not.”12
Black and white Republicans in Florida took advantage of Congress’ Military
Reconstruction Act of 1867 to reformulate the state’s government with a somewhat more
egalitarian vision in mind. With Confederates disenfranchised and the vote extended to black
Floridians, Republicans could fully reform Florida’s political future. The period also ushered in
far more black office holders who used their political power to advocate for the freedpeople.
Republicans attempted to resolve the borderland of Florida into a political system that respected
the rights of whites, blacks, and Seminoles. Issues of factionalism, white intransigence, and
eventual backtracking complicated the Reconstruction project, but the radical Republican period
of Florida politics offered the most potential for black and Seminole power in the state. Despite
their efforts to eradicate settler colonialism, however, Republicans could not, or in some cases
would not, fully eliminate white supremacy. Though settler colonialism died during this period,
white supremacy remained intact in many ways, and would emerge even stronger during the
tourism boom and the rise of Jim Crow segregation in the late nineteenth century.
The Republican state government that emerged in 1868 included various factions of
white and black Republicans who formed uneasy alliances but were committed to reconstructing
Florida’s southern society, which I argue ultimately amounted to destroying settler colonialism.13
While some northern-born Republicans and longtime Florida residents concerned themselves
with consolidating power, others attempted to secure freedom for African Americans. Forty-six
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delegates met in Tallahassee in 1868 to write a new state constitution. Eighteen black delegates
attended the convention, though their influence could not prevent some of the restrictive policies
included in the document. According to Canter Brown, Jr., though the 1868 constitution
“established the state’s most liberal charter to that date,” it still maintained white political
control. The constitution secured black suffrage, but it also returned suffrage rights to exConfederates. Democratic political power gradually increased in importance, especially after the
death of Ossian B. Hart, leading to the fall of Florida’s Republican government in 1876. As
Democratic power increased, white Democrats used electoral coercion and fraud to once more
cement their power in the state. This led to questionable electoral returns from Florida in the
election of 1876, resulting in the Compromise of 1877, which effectively ended Reconstruction
throughout not only Florida but the entire South. Indeed, though black Republicans tried to
secure racial equality, white supremacy still ruled in the state, especially in the realm of politics.
The 1868 constitution also used apportionment in the Florida House and Senate to amplify the
political importance of sparsely populated white-majority counties over black-majority counties.
White Floridians thus dominated both chambers.14 Despite these setbacks, the black delegates
pushed for a state-funded public education system that would also serve African American
children. The limits in the constitution of 1868 only momentarily dampened the spirits of
Florida’s black Republicans. Their stature grew after the election of 1870, and they believed
“that there is a bright future to dawn upon this land of flowers.”15 Indeed, the constitution did
secure political rights for African Americans, despite the conservative influence on the
document. It gave them far more say in a state that formerly wished to codify their bondage.
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White supremacy, however, remained an essential plank in the state’s political institutions,
regardless of the demise of settler colonialism.
One of the most radical departures of the constitution dealt with the Seminole Indians.
The tribe remained in the remote areas of the Everglades and only came into contact with whites
when absolutely necessary for trade. They also desired as little interaction with the state
government as possible, distrusting any government intervention. The constitution of 1868,
though, attempted to incorporate the Seminoles into the political framework of the state. Under
the Miscellaneous Articles of the constitution, section seven allocated one seat in both the House
and the Senate for an elected Seminole member. The Seminole member would “have all the
rights, privileges, and remuneration as other members,” and would be elected “by the members
of their tribe.” The Seminole politicians could only be members of the tribe, “and in no case […]
a white man.” The following section reserved the right of the state to tax the Seminoles at any
time, but such taxation would “constitute the Indians citizens.”16 The constitution, then,
recognized the identity and power of the Seminoles and their rightful place in Florida. It was one
of the first legal documents to do so in the state, thus signaling an effort on the part of the
Republicans to usher in a post-settler colonial Florida that allocated some power to groups long
considered an obstacle to americanization.
The Seminoles, however, never took up the offer of the constitution. Decades of warfare
and settler violence made them wary of whites. Indeed, according to the 1879 report of visitor
and assimilation proponent Richard Pratt, the Seminoles did not wish to shake hands with white
outsiders or accept gifts. The complex relationships between black and Seminole people may
have also affected the Seminoles’ decision to incorporate themselves into the new political
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system of Florida. Mikaëla Adams research shows that Seminole understandings of race and
belonging kept the racial boundaries of Seminole communities in flux.17 Incorporating state
oversight into such a system possibly threatened upheaval when the Seminoles already struggled
to assert their sovereignty and belonging in Florida. During the Reconstruction period, the
Seminole Indians maintained a fairly rigid separation between their communities and white
settlers. Some white traders cultivated fragile relationships with the Seminoles. On the whole,
however, the various bands of the tribe prided themselves on their self-sufficiency.18 Despite
their remote existence in the Everglades, the U.S. launched yet another investigation into
Seminole removal in 1872. Fortunately for the tribe, the investigation by the Bureau of Indian
Affairs went nowhere.19 As Reverend Clay MacCauley noted in 1881, the Seminoles “did not
want to leave Florida or have anything to do with whites.”20 Removal efforts ceased after
MacCauley’s report, once more signifying the demise of settler colonial attacks on native
Floridians. Although Reconstruction politics attempted to forge a bridge between state power
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and the Seminole Indians, the Seminoles rejected any participation in Florida’s political and
social systems at the time. Their refusal to interact with the state, even after the incorporation of
black politicians who desired to make the state more equitable in the distribution of land and
profits, once more revealed the Seminoles’ beliefs concerning their identity and traditions. Years
of warfare and deceit on the part of the federal government inculcated a Seminole identity based
on freedom, inaccessibility, and autonomy. Traveling from the Everglades to the state capital
would connote complicity with the tribe’s perceived oppressors and a rejection of Seminole
identity.
Together, these Reconstruction struggles over space, movement, and race demonstrate
the collapse of the settler colonial system but not white supremacy. Though many whites tried to
reinstate the former system, their efforts were met by larger state and federal policies that
effectively ended settler colonialism yet maintained white control of the state’s future. Indeed,
whites of various backgrounds retained most of the land, resources, and political power in
Florida. Republicans of both races, however, tried to use their newfound political power in
Florida to establish a somewhat more equitable political and social system through the
Constitution of 1868, especially through the expansion of public education for blacks in the state.
They also tried to foster a space for Seminole political power, despite Seminole refusal to
participate. In offering this redistribution of power, black and white officials upended the basic
assumptions of settler colonial power but could not fully beat back the power of white
supremacy. Many Republicans demanded black political and social freedom rather than the
subjugation and bondage. In addition, ordinary black Floridians negotiated their freedom in ways
that reified their physical autonomy. They freely moved in search of work or choice to stay
rooted on plantations. They also clamored for work and freedom in cities, despite pervasive
white efforts to deny such mobility. These Republican plans, however, were eventually toppled
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by a looming economic and political change that propped up white supremacy and economically
exploited the nonwhite populations of the state.
The collapse of settler colonialism in Florida and the transition to a tourist economy
signaled a turning point in the state’s existence as a borderland and a change in the structures of
white supremacy. The focus of investors, developers, and the state government during this time
period was not aimed toward the accumulation of territory via white settlement or the
competition over land and resources. It was, in fact, extensive railroad construction in the 1870s
that ultimately transformed the longstanding disputes over space, movement, and power in
Florida. The expansion of the railroad system allowed for a more rapid and widespread
introduction of American power via infrastructure and tourism.21 The introduction of tourism to
the state vastly changed the power dynamics of the peninsula, as participation in that industry
became a way in which all Floridians searched for economic independence, with varying degrees
of success. African Americans not involved in rural agriculture attempted to find work in the
service industries of major Florida cities like Jacksonville and Miami or by constructing new
hotels and resorts. Many also established their own businesses that catered to other black
Floridians working in tourist havens.22 Seminole Indians feeling economic and cultural pressure
also gradually joined in the tourist industry, as white-owned land, tourism, and developments
crept ever closer to their Everglades settlements, diminishing Seminole abilities to sustain
communities on traditional livelihoods. As Patsy West and Andrew Frank argue, the Seminole
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Indians came to parlay their customs and crafts into tourist attractions that sustained a society
living through tremendous geographic and demographic upheaval.23 Regardless, the widespread
participation of whites, African Americans, and Seminole Indians in the rising tourist industry of
the 1870s and 1880s brought on the resolution of many crucial competitions over land and
resources, though it would ultimately lead to the economic exploitation of nonwhite groups and
the enrichment of white investors.
The tourist economy essentially propped up white supremacy through a different system
of influence and power, one that replaced settler colonialism. The demise of settler colonialism
forced a sea change in the power dynamics of mobility and settlement in the state. White
domination and supremacy sprang from transient movement and tourism rather than settlement
and stasis. This transformation in white supremacy and the growing extent of American
domination via tourism limited the opportunities of nonwhite populations who long relied on
mobility for resistance to white control. Though the shift away from settler colonialism toward
tourism resolved the pervasive competition for land and resources, signaling true
americanization, it weakened the traditional modes of resistance for nonwhite Floridians facing
exploitation and cultural assaults. The eventual establishment of Jim Crow segregation in Florida
in the 1890s dovetailed with the new economic and political systems tied to white mobility and
the economic exploitation of black Floridians. Black labor, presence, and movement in the
tourist areas proved necessary to the tourist economy and the free movement, rather than
settlement, of whites, but white Floridians still demanded a racial system that cemented white
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control and supremacy. Segregation allowed for the combined presence of white and black
Floridians in various spaces throughout the state but imposed strict regulations on how both races
could occupy and use these combined spaces.24 It was necessary that a state that lost one vehicle
for white supremacy, namely settler colonialism, would establish yet another system to once
more buttress white control.

The preceding pages offer an updated narrative regarding the settlement of Florida and
the conflicts attendant to that process. Rather than being a stable frontier between white
development and open land, Florida constituted a borderland characterized by shifting
boundaries between white, black, and native spaces. White Americans attempted to use mobility
and settlement as tools to impose their will on the territory and fully Americanize the land.
Beginning in the early nineteenth century, white politicians, slaveowners, and farmers identified
black and native movement as a dire threat to the security of the United States, especially the
burgeoning slave society of the South. In addition, white Americans craved land and the
experience of taming a racially lawless and chaotic space. White Americans from North and
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South busied themselves after 1821 with erecting a settler colonial system to divest native
Floridians of their land, limit nonwhite claims for resources/space, and construct a fully secure
slave system. White families, speculators, and politicians gobbled up land and championed
settlement as a show of white supremacy.
Almost immediately after American annexation, however, nonwhite Floridians used their
own physical mobility to undermine white settler colonialism and privilege their own power and
authority in the Florida borderlands. Seminole Indians resisted confinement and removal through
two wars, thus reifying their power and belonging in the peninsula. Enslaved black Floridians
also used their physical movement to enhance personal and collective autonomy, striking
powerful blows against the settler colonial system. The combined decades of black and native
resistance led to a crisis in the 1850s that ultimately led to secession in 1861 along with the other
southern slave states. The Civil War in Florida thus constituted a settler colonial war waged to
control and restrict black and native peoples. Confederate defeat, however, crippled settler
colonialism, as emancipation and native authority caused the two main planks of settler
colonialism in the South to buckle under the weight of nonwhite freedom and autonomy. Despite
the end of settler colonialism, white Floridians maintained their supremacy over the state,
eventually gaining ever more political, economic, and social power through the end of the
nineteenth century.
This project demonstrates that expansion in the American South involved near constant
conflicts between black, native, and white peoples. These struggles were characteristically tied to
themes of movement, settlement, power, and influence. The focus on mobility in the preceding
pages demonstrates that imposing American power in a borderland occurred on all levels of
society, from the mundane to the monumental. Personal interactions, political developments,
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economic transactions, and all facets of physical movement held meaning in the contested space
of nineteenth-century Florida.
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